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Samuel ·Yellen

YOUR CHILDREN WILL BURN ".

1:"nX$ HAS TO DO with what my friends who have been
. . • analyzed would calla sereenmemory. You know ~e sort

. • of thing where you dream about raising hell in 'foots
Shor's b«a.use the waiter brought yo~r coffee with ~me of it
sloshed over into. the saucer, and you are really concealing £rom
younelf aneady memory ofbed..we~i. Or you are stand!ng in
one.of the honky-tonks onWestFifty-s~md watchinga displaced
Mimky broad go through her routine". and all the while running
underneath is a fanwy .about your old lady. In other words,
what you're doing is a strip tease down Memory Lane with the
cunomers yel1~ng "take itoffl" Well, when you"re in a deal like
mine - James Mou1 Press Information-where you dish out the
crappetoo younelfall the live-long day, you develop a nose for it. ...~

Maybe you have heard that old Jewish riddle: What is green,
hangson the waU,.and :whistles? The anSwer is a herring. Green?
You paint it green, so it's green. Hangs on" the wall? You hang it
on the wall, ~ it bangs on the.wa1LA~4Jv~~tles!1'h_aes just to
make the riddle hard. In other words, gilding the herring is what
I get Paid to do. and what myfriends pay to have done when they
lie on the analyst's couch day after day and dig up their buried
gui~tby, free auociation.l have picked up my share of the spiel
:aoout repression and regression" and frustrations and complexes.
I even know it's significant that what first <:ame to my mind was
not u$Creen memory," but '-scream memory." Still and all and
neverthelcss, you don't get me down on a c~uch. Not by myself.·
And not to talk. That's a great bone of contention'between me'
and Laura. I mean the Hnot by myself" and Unot to talk:'

My good friends would say it's also significant that my name is
actually Jacob Moukowitz. Once it seemed important. not to

" have to go down through life being called Jakie Mosskowitz.
Times havechanged. And anyhow" what kind of a screen isJames

•
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YO:UR CHILI>R~N WILL B·U&N -a25

l\Ioss? \\Tho, or" as Laura would say,who%n am I kidding? One
.. look at me, .and you k~ow I'm jU$ta Jew..boy who has· had too

manyh9t corned-beefsandwichesat R<uben's.Ihave$e:ell InY$Clf
in~mirrors. 1 get the general layout - fat.. dark, and paSt forty.
Anq I have the vital data at my fingertips. Five feet five in built...
up shoes. Waist, 'thirty-nine. Weight, one-eighty-six. Hair Jitill

.. with: me, and still black, though graying on th~ chest. Brown in..
solent eyes, biginsolentnose, full insolent~outh.Ifldoxi·tshave
twice a day, I start looking seedy. But shave me and dress me up
'in one of my two dozen double-brea$tedsu~tscutout·of English

.' worsted, French ~nnel, Italian silk, and other suchfineJabriC$t
with an importedshirt (ruby cuff linkS bycourtesy of CartietfJi to
match the ruby ring) and a Browni tie, and whatever it is the
women want, {'vestill'got it. BeUeve me, this ~,no id.le'boa$t. I·
"could give you.thestatinks. \Vhkh Laura would not like at all,
notataU. ' . .. . .

Yes,.anotherHebewho madegood. MyMadi$o~ AvenueofficeJ
clear me between thbtyand fortY thousand.Withyeta~octagon

house overlooking the Hudson. That's Laura. She is devoted to . ft~

Early American. lance brought home a bar of Octagon Soap to', sr
~o with the house. But irs a waste of time to joke witlt Laura.
·.tShe'sa 'Bryn Mawrgirl,. thesedous. type. The only t:eaction t get .
is she caUsme a product of the age of the wisecrack.

mother words, were it, not for the recent cla$h.by night with
Laura, the sole extant Son of I~rael Mosskowitz, immigrant Jew

. and unsuccessful rag-peddler, would have no complaint. Maybe
aguylike nle who has becomeaccustomed to:a lot of freeasrociat.,.
ing shouldn't have got married at age thirty.-eight., But I guess
t wanted a.. kid of my own image. And i won't deny that I was
takenwitlt Laura., Not that lever .considered.her good"looking.
Howe-vet,e'ven at~wenty-three she was more than the usual fe­
male vacancy, and the.good..looking broad I can get' whenever 1
need it~ Laura is not without her'attractions. She'" an.amber .
blonde, ,lender build, Jive feet four inches without.heell~aboUt .
right for me. I d~n't want to be one of the3e little tugbo~tJ.pll$h·

..
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8!6 ,SA M U ELYELL~N

,jng an ocean liner around in the night club$_ A fair figure,. good
IegI, a little weak in the brealt~ork; $till and all,. a clean neat
healthy bodysho:wing to its best advantage in a golfer-style dress.
Vou get the idea.. Thin face, wide mouth,. candid gray eyes, clear

, skin,. no,t enough make-up, straw-colored hair in a braid around
her head, Not 'strictly a period piece, but quaint. In our earlier
and happier day., I called her Quaker Gir!. Well, she may look
mousy, but shecan get ber teeth into you_ Perhaps we'd get along
better if she didn"'t always give m~ the frank-and,;forthrighf;if
she were - excuse the, expression - a devious bitch. To wit, last,
week,wben I came home one evening after having been u~­

avoidablydetained in Afanhattan all the night before by acertain"
appetizing little matter of business, she greeted me acidly:
··There are one billion females on this earth, and I'm supposed
to sbare you with each and every one of them:'

UNo,." 1said, °only those betweennineteen-and twenty-nine/'
That, I must point out $Otto voce, wa$ neat, Laura being thirty.

"Studs MOS$kowitzl" Then sbe quickly added, "And I'm not
-beinganti-Semitic." That's Laura. She sees all the angles, she's a
tonic.

"My own personal.praying mantis," [said,!
··'Vbatprecbe1y does thatallusion mean?n " ~ , 'i ~~_

I 'uThe female praying mantis:' I explained, Hafterm~ting bites
off the head 'of the male and eats it."

"You and your perfectly fantastic notionsl"
As she went out the door, taking the kid with her, I 'had the

Ia3t word: uThis is one male who's 'not going to have his head
bitten off."

t nAD'rJ:l&LASTWOl\D Thursday evening. On Friday, incelebra..
don of the domestic crisis, I didn't go to tbe office. llUtead, to.
wards noon 1 crawled out from under our eighteenth-century r: '
tester.. made black coffee and charred toast in our maple-paneled J
colonial kitchen, sat on our eigbt-sided octagon porch, and gazed
actoN the Hucbon to the bluish foothills of the Early American

3
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YOURCHlLDREN WILL lSURN

Catskills. My eyes were lazily following a cloud that. next toou~­
antique ~bop, resembled a mere parvenu Victorian lace valen..
tine, and presto! I was no longer on the east bank of the Hudson,
but back on the east ..side of Cleveland, When the MOI$~()witz

family was living on Forty-sixth Street between Woodland-and
Scovill, in that remote era "a. neighborhood of two. and four..

. family !l:ou$e$ inhabited by non-prospering Jews. Of course, in
reality it was not me backthere~but that skinny little bugger
Jakie 1\losskowitt, seven years old, and dressed in a. brown-and..

.whit~ seersucker blouseaitd knee pants which the_old la.dy had.
made after·her own exclusive ~:Mo$$kowit% .model. I recognized
Jnstantly where I was-the vacant lot on Scovill Avenue whe.re
I spent many happy hours playing with my kid brother..
. 'It was a lun~afternoon,warm·and Junny, the las.t day of
school. A cellar e~cavationwhich had long .before been left un..
finish~d in the lot was already ranklyovergrQwn with weeds.
Tllat vacant lot was our Miami Beach' and our Luna Park. \Ve
played in that spellbound world, completely sealed.off f'romSco­
vill Avenue and oblivious to the people passing by only a few·
feet away.·But in this particular memory vignette, I wu there
alone, and hunting for my kid brother who was 191t. And 'on my
search through the lot, .I came upon the bright speckled·orange..
and-brownsltell ofa ladybug resting on a weed. Stoopingover it,
I chanted: .

Ladybug, ladybug, fiy away home.1
Y-ourbouse is on fire, yourchildren will buml

Once you putyour mind in freewheeling, oue$Cl'een. memory
leads to another. -:rllat discovery is notgoing to win me the Nobel
Prize. As if ,the strip te~se ever come. to an 'end, and with a roll
of the drum you can finally$a.y, '(Voila! There i.t isl Tl1e t:z4t~~.

keleh!The little treasure trove!" 'Vltat I remembered next was
mY,$~·year-old Abie coming to mea couple of weeks before last
Christmas. 'Incidentally, Laura calls the kid Abraham. or Little
Abe. \Vbat she ~anted was JamesJunior. But Abiewu my fixed
idea, after my kid brother.pn that I provedstubborn,ob$tjn~t<~,

...
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828 SAMUEL YELLEN

inflexil;lle, and downright mulish. "Do you think you're found­
ing,a dl\naJtY?" I. '.sa.id. "The next th.ing, it·ll. be King ~{~. ~e
ThIrd.. Jdon't propoae to hang all that crapperoo on my kid ~lke

a turkeyal'ound. hisneck:' .
. "It was an albatl'oa., dear, and don't say crappel'oo when you

meandung, dear." . _
"Turkey was a joke, dear, and I don't mean dung dear, I mean

crapperoodarling:'
'\Velh to shuttle back to last Christmas, the kid came to me,

climbed up on my lap, and $aid, "Daddy Jim, I want to buy a
Chrbttnalprefent for Mis.Gillespie:'

."That sounds like an admirable project. '\Vho is ·1tfiss
I

. Gillespie?"
"She's my teacheratschool!'
HOh, yes. You like her?"
"Yes, I do, verymuch."
"'Okay.. 'Vhatdo you want to buy her?"
·'A lapel pin:'
uReasonable enough. Okay. ,Ve'll get her a good one, no mat..

1 tel'what itcoats."
"But Daddy Jim, I want to buy ber one that lights up, with a

batterY she can cal"lJ in her pocket." '.
"rm lure that', a/prelcnt any woman would love to have.tJ

. That conversatio~lifted another curtain on the past. and little
Jakie MOISkowitz was back there in the second grade at Outh­
waite School with his-Miss Gillespie, a princess with golden hair
and $ky-blue eyes whO'e name was Miss Ryan. Ofcourse, a Christ·
mas present never occurred to Jakie; and even if it had, the old
man wouldntt have allowed it. l,Ve kids at Outhwaite were not
goyim: our teachen got their presenu on the last day of school. _
Like my Abie, I knew exactly what I wanted to give Miss Ryan - .
a blouse of gIoaay pink. Ja,tin with ruffies and out-site mother..af­
pearl buttons. Not that there was any question of buying such a
present. I simply badgered the old lady into making ~t:.. The old
lady took in drelsmaking. as she said, to help out. There's a laugh

5
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YOUR. CHILDltl.N WILL BURN -329

for you. That old batteredsewing machinestanding in mine and'
mykidbrother~sbedrooInj which became the old lady"$ wor:tt"
shop during the daytime, was the basic indunryand economic
maitutay of the Mookowitz menage. In otherwo1"ds,m.y old man
wasj~ schlemiel and a neffish~ you know, a cTeep~_one -<'Jfthose '
unfortunaterhastardsyousee around, neverint~ded to~agood

;;' provider. The old lady did thegood providing:Whexlshe wasnlt
cooking, washing, ironing, deaning,orscrubbing, she waseit~er

sitting at the sewing machine or was down on her knees, het
mouth fpIl of pins, circumambulatingthe strange women wpom
I often found in my bedroom partly dr¢$$ed, theirartn$ fat and.
flabby, their pulpy flesh bulging over t~ircorseu. '

AInU month before the end ofschool I was after the old lady to
make the blou.se; and on some pret-extshe came with me one day

, to have alook atmy ~Iiss Rya~ and getan idea ohize.Thenwhile
she worked the treadle and guided the beautiful$~iningpink'
satin uilaer the needle, 1 hung over the sewing machine impa·
tiendy watching my present takesbape. Ontbe last day, when 1
(ame home at noon for lunch, the old ladyfoldcd the blouse in.
tissue paperand p~t it into a white gift boxwhich ahe had saved,
and I went off to school with it•.As 1enteredthe classroolll, twas

_trembling in my excitement. Miss Ryan was .alreadythere, and
on herdesk were the customarycommonp1aCeofferin~ of.ca.ndy,
fruit, handkerchiefS, soap, talculll, and cheap col9gt1e. '1 placed
my box before her and hurried to'my seat, my face flushcdand
hot, while the other kids #stared. Clearly tliis was a pre~ent with- ,
~uthority. From my seat, I$aw Miss Ryan open the box and I
heard the rustle.oftissue paper. She looked in, blushed,-and then ­
turned a brilliantsmiIe on me. Little Jakie badnit learned y~t

. how easy it is to crap out righta£tetthrowingseven. 'V'henschool
• Wa$ dismissed, he ran all the way home in a fever of triumph.

tiO:M~ wAs TaEN no octagon'house, butane of those square·J:,rox
houses which the honest poor are devoted to. Once when 1 tried
to tell·Laura that a single roomo£ the pre$eut f\.~()$$ mansion

\ '
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Sso ~AU.UEL YEL1.EN

would have .wallowed up the entire. Mosskowitt domicile¥''She
,said, "YeI, but it was home $weet home, dear." Tbat·s the way it
is sometimes, I am talking Bantu and Laura is talking Kahnuck.
Home sweet hOIIl~ Wal a$<Juare divided into four equal boXd,

each about ten by ten, with connectingdoors. Homesweet home
was thesecond floor ofa smalldingy two-story frame house which
bad longsinceshedits pain~.. built bya free..enterprising landlord '
in the patch of yard behind a,dilapidated brick house. That Fri"
day ~OQn.. u I gazed into the Hud$on and shumed my memories
like apinochle deck, I could see little Jakic,tun in trhunph up
tile narrow broken !tone walk leading alongside the brick house
to the back' yard where hom~ sweet home stood. I remember
looking-aboutme for mykid brother,who~as not quite four, and .
who usually played in the paved areaway between the tw~ htmses '
until lc;ould join him after school was out. He wasn't there, and'
I went upltairs.The old lady, an amiousftown on her face, was,
standing in the center of the cramped kitchen, chopping boiled
~ef liver in a large wooden bowl which she held cradled in,her
left arm~ 'Vhat sticks now is that the old lady coulchitt take time'
offfrom her round oftasks to indulge in the luxuxy of wony. She
was a little skin-and·bones, with hard black jealous eyes set in a
w~ted face. Even though the Mosskowitzes were OrthodoxJews,
on coming to the Promised Land she bad given up the sheitel of -

, ," the married woman, and instead she woreher own straight black
hair in a thin knot. Ha.nging loo$e on her meager body was an '
unclean dark blue dreS$, with threads and lint clinging to it.

"l\lammalu 1 ,houted. "I'm home from schoolL 1 gave Miss
Ryanmypresentl"

But the old lady was far removed from me and my intoxica· ,
don. "Where u Abie?U she demanded abruptly in Yiddish. .,~

thought he might be with you." Distractedly, she went to the
"-

open window, leaned out, and called,. "Abiel Abielu Then she
turned to me. "Did you see him, Jakie?" ,

"NOt mamma:'
As .he stood there, biting her lip and rocking her head..n:om

7
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Y011 It Cll ILJ>R. £,N 'w ILL, jJ tIlt N :SSt

;side to side, my triumph, dntinedout of !J1e and lter anxiety
seeped in., JtOi"gevald} gevald!" she said. flOi, what trouble your
father istnaking£ormelU

'

Today, ofcourse" I (ouldhazard aguessas to what the old. man
hadbee~up to. ,When a woman says trouble inany language in..
eluding Yiddish, she means another ,woman. 'In other ~()td$,

having beeit through the mill I am ,a wiseguy, a teal. cnochimJ
. with. hindsight yet. But Jakie back tbetemust haVe been one be..
, wildered little bugger. Wha~ tl'oublewet$ his papa inaking for

his mama? And whatdid·tbathave'to do with Able being gone?
,All little Jakie was abl~ to gather was that his mama had been
away 'from home for half \an houl'onwme unusual and myster­
ious enand~ ·'1 toldAbie heshouldnotstep outo!the yard.Jakie,
ron and look in that lot'where ¥ouplay. Maybe he went there."
. 'ryes,mamma." .
. HBe sure you find,him. He's wearlng his greet{ rompers. And

conieright back, JakielH
,

I can still feel the knot clenching my heart aJ, I tan downtbe
stair$"out to the front, down Forty..sittltStieet to ScoviI1,alid,
along Scovillto the vacant lot. I fouil~grtenweeds, but no green .
ro~pcr$. And P9ssiblYfth~ way a kid does, Ibalf forgot myv

,urgentmiS$ionand Iingered·amoment. At any rate, in my head' .
is this' sharp pictut'eo£ little JaIdestoopingover ·the speckled, '£!.

orange·and·brown ladybugandc~nt~ng to it. WelI, tbatts.where
we came in, isn'~it? Okay. I found no Abie.' , .

, In my anxiety, I ran all the way back h9me, so that I came up
the $tairs out of breath and wiman 'ach~ P:1 my, side. The door
stood open. The old lad.y~as gone. The house, I sel1$ed immedi..
ately, was empty. On the kitchen floor lay the wooden chopping
bowl where it had apparently been dropped, and some of the '
liver·had dribbled out on the threadbare linoleum. .

Ah,that little buggerJakier He knows there is~use for alarm.'
The Uttle chochim knows it. Never sin~ has',$() keen a feeling of
desertio,npiercedhim, no, not even onthat blackFriday whenbe
sat ott the octagon porch, with the kid and Laura gone, and the· ,

8
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SS~ $AMUEL YELLEN

empty house palpably at his back. I see the little bugger search
methodically through all four rooms - the kitchen, with 11JJted
iron .tove, small wooden table covered by·a worn oilcloth, two
straight wooden chain .ldnned of their varnish, egg crate nailed
to the window .ill to serve as refrigerator, ~inc·Iinedsink, and '
above ita couple of openmelves holding two paltrysets of dishes
carefully separated, one for milchiges~ thepther for flaischiges,
milk and meat to you; to the left of the kitchen mine and Abie's
btdroom, ~ith bare floor of pine boarch, chipped iron bedstead,
sewing machine, straight chair piled high with work in progress,
dres& form, and nails in the wall to hang our wardroheon; be·
hind the kitchen, the unused parlor which even the honest poor .
cannot do without, with cheap floral rug, library table in walnut ;.
veneer, cupboard. containing our Pesachdtge dishes, and mantel.
piece on which stood the old lady's solitary art treasure, an ornate
marble.cncased clock, on either side of the clock face a porcelain
maiden with waxen cheeks and thin hands rising out_of rococo
shetIwork; and finally to the left of the parlor, the master bed­
room where the old man and the old lady slept, with bare pine
floor, authentic Early Grand RapiCb bed (unfortunately minus
tester), wooden chair draped over with the old man's good pair
of panll, and drC$Set' whose veneer had come Off.in stripa.Did I ­
hear you ask about the bathroom? That was down one flight
underneath the staircase, appropriately furnished with stool and
zinc bathtub which we shared with the family living on the first
floor. Well, pardon the emphasis on theOensIagerdecor... ]amcs'
MO$$enjoya $Cuing th~ stage of his be·it-ever·w-humble origins.

q HThatexplains why you're always so, ~ertive, dear," Laura
$aid once when I had described the !\fOhj.owitz establishment to
her. "I mean you pUlh so, you a1wa~carry a chip on your

.. shoulder, you have a kind of impudence that makes you so hard
to live with."

uTheword you are fumbling for, darling, ~s cnutzpeh/' ,
uIe, the classic example,U she went on, ignoring my linguistic

addendum. "Your touchine$$,your aggre$$iveness, even your .'

9
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_, _ YOUR CHILDR~N W1LL nlntN-833~

tomcatting, is simply the standard reaction to the insecurity of,
childho()(1 poverty. And also being i!.~emberof a persecuted
minoritygroup!'- it. .

itA gesuna air in dein It.eppeleh!''- 1 said. '·Blessings on thr--'~f

sweet little head! You areof tbegreat verbalizers:' .

LET US RETUItN to our berp Jakie, whom we left atone in
.. the dderted house. And will you just look at the littIebugger.

scared as he is, try to pull a rabbit out of thehat. Perhaps, he per·
suades himself~ with afine display of corroborating details, per..
haps Abieretumedand his mamma took himwith her to Rogin'$
butchershop toget.somesoupmeatfolsupper. Soupmeat. There·
is a. detail, a whimsical culinary detail, for the historian of .social
manners. You will ask in vain at Manny\Vol£'s o~ Lindy'$ for
soup' meat. Yet that pUce de rt!sistanceappeared neadyevety-·
evening on the l\{~kowitz table, anend.edby boiled potatoes,
and now and then a vOTSchpetz of choppe~liver. Only the rarest

. and most .flamboyantoccasion br.ougbt fbrtha r03$ted chicken.
Butsoup meat was Old Faithf":ll.l'Vhat a job I could'do with the'

[: ~up meat accoun~ to endear it to the great American public.
Soup meat, the miracle food. It was not only the cheapest cut of

. beef, it co~Idalso be eaten twice. Yes, there's the gimmic~.You
carieat your soup meat and have it. For the evening'.$supper
(what Laura calls dinn1:r at eight), the old ladysintply gave itac
thorough boiling in water until it.was pallid of hue. For the next

- noon's dinner (what Laura Calls luncheon dear), the old. lady
stirred a substantial quantity of 'rice or nOodles into the water
which the meat had been boiled in. I suppOse Jakie MO$Skowitz
wasn't botb:eted~butit bothers every: corpuscle in James Moss
now to recall it. Laut'a,ol"course, an't'understand why 1: raise
such hell wheneve~she tries to serveme leftovers made into hash, ,.. . (

~eat loaf,croquette~, or creamed. crapperoo. IfLook,dafling,U I
~y as I shove the dish aside,·'do I have10 show you acertifie4
statementofmy earnings?" .,.1,

t'But, dear.. it's not right to waste perfectly good food/'O" .
. ,

'..
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SAMUEL YELL.EN

"Don't w~e.it, darling.. Just throw it out."
uYou never deny yourself anything, do you, deart"· :
"What you'd like to do, darling,. is build mea prhon of my

deniah. And don't feed that mush to my kid:'
"You're only .poiling Abraham:'
"That'. right, darling. I Want Abie spoiled. 1 want·him'good .

andspoiled:'
How one does drift off on the magic caq>etof his fond mem..

ories. To get back to little Jakie. Once again, breatble5$ now and
apprehenSive, he ran down the stairs, out to the front, then up
FortY·jixth Street t9 \Voodland~ and, after lookingboth ways for

·streefcaI1, aetOlf the cobble$tonesand tracks to ROgin'$. A group
of scven or eight women stood on tbe lawdust-strewn floor, chat- .
tenng in the aftermath .ofsome mishap. Ev~nMr. Roginin his
greaay bfoodstained apron had come out {rpm behind the meat·
counter. As I stumbled in~o.ver the thrC$hold, one woman who

. wufacing 'the doorway whis~red, "Shhl It's the other boy:'
That'tage Whisper delivered in Yiddish had the cadence of

ca1amity~The other women, replicas of the old lady, in dirty
black or dark blue drCS$eS, turned to stare at me. The butcher
bustled through the group. 'Was my mamma here.. Mr.. Rogin?"
I asked, though my heart swelling into my throat told me it was .
a futile questig,n. '

The womenexchanged glances whose importw~ not lost on .
little Jakie.. and Mr. Ragin said with rough kindness, I'Your
mamma had to go downtown. She saidyou mould wait for her
athome/' . ... r

I was $ilent, afraid I might begin to cry if I ~tried to speak. On} 1

of the women, whom I recognized as Mrs. Feinberg, a friend of
thefamiIy, stroked my head.. "There's nothing to .worry about,.
Jakie darling. Come, I'll go home with you:' .

Ilet her take my hand, and as we walked along together, she
did what she could to divert me by asking about the last day ot,
school and what grade I was in and the present I brought for my.
teacher. But lime Jakie wam't'in the mood for sOcial- conversa-
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tion~ .tIe was reli~ved finally· to reach home' and come up th6
stairs. The wooden bowl Was still lying on thekitchen linoleum.
However, we had now acquired a visitor whoXIl Laura. with all
her Bryn l\{awr fineSse, would not have knownwbat to do with.
Twitching his' feelers' at dIe .delectable 1)otschpei%.which had
dribbJed out of the bowl Was an Early Ameticancockroacb.Our
visitorw~ no.problem to l\fr$. Feinberg. ShequiekJydrove hbn ­
off, wiped ulfthe liver from the linoleum; and'putthe bowl on ..
the table. Then resorting lothe universal remedy ·of Jewi.sh
women, she said" "Sitdown,Jakie darling. I'll get you something
to,eat:'~

.1 sat atth.e kitchen table and watched. Obviously Mrs. Fein..
berg knew· her wa.yaround the MO$$kowitz..type kitchen. She
knew where to fi~d the bread and -the breadknife. She got the
milk from the box on the window sill. And she wasnotsttrp:tised
to discover~t our butter came uotfrom. Co\~% but.ftomapples~

\Vhile that kindhearted woman busies herself pouting a gla5$ of
milk and spreading a slice of bread with apple butter, let menU
you in, as we say in the trade. My good friends who have been
analyzed tell that it doesn't matter wbetheryouremember
.accurately or not, that what you invent may be--even· more .sig..

~.nificant that what you remember. In other words, how can you
lose? I amnolongercettain wbichofthe mjsh~h inlAY metn.. ,
ory belon~ actually to that June day, which bf it: I heardabou.t
afterwards, and will,ch U,"Cl$ the sptelha.sit, sheet dream..work.
For whatever reason, my kid brother had taken it into hiJ head
tqgo to.'\Voodland Avenue. There ashe darted across the track$.

- he was struck by a streetcar and drag$edanadequate distance
over~he cobblestones before themotorman could come to a .stop•.
An...ambulance took the mangled little body to Ghatity, aCath.. '
olic hospital down around Twenty..second Street. Someone in

, the crowd that .gathered was able to identify Abie, and a police.. ­
man brought the good news to Ghent and theneseorted the old
lady down to C4arityHO$pital.' .. . .

And now the police were out hunting for the old man, who

. ,
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might have be~n almouanywhere on Cleveland's east side, going
up and doWt} the streets, his short emaciated,frame (he died later

. of TBJ ~nt over-the, handle of the weather-beaten splintered ' '
wooden pushcart, and his worn coin purse filled -with pennies, .'
nickels, and dimes. He would, be buying up. old paper,· old
clothes, old bedding, old pots and pans, old iron, oldanythin$'

'fIe would be wearing a dirty shirt and his aId pair of shapeless
black pants, stiff with grime. The lack of a necktie would be con·
cealed by his ragged black beard, and he would have on an'old
feit hat" beneath l;Vhich his long sideburns ,framed his thin
.$warthy face. Laura likes to talk about the adorable street cries

, , - 1 ~,

of London. She would have $imply adpred the old nian...The old
man was a great streetcrier.; "'R.agsl Ragsr' he, would cry ador~ .
ably. "Paperrags! Paper rags~ Paper rags/" :

I nON', MEAN to keep you.lnls~pell$e .. A~ied;ed.ltifat:!~ ht
wasgootl and dead by the time'the.ambulal!.ce got to the hOSpItal.
The 014 lady only $etved to put the legal name to the brok~n

remain$~And in the ~o~k()wi~~mily,Abie's ~eath madea-dif-
) feren~e; a big difference. Something gave way~iween.the '<>.ld

.man and-the old lady. Th~ old man became quieter; mor~ sub·.
dued than he'd 'been; artdthe old Iadysomehow, by a wordwo~
here and look look there, never l~t him forget. As for little Jakie:.
it was not,only the:: gloom that fell over the M()S$kowitt family.
Therewas nomore Abie for him to·take to the:ra~nt lot to catch

,gtaS$hoppers, or to play Soldiers with in theirbe<lIroom on rainy
. afternoons.:l do~~t of rnY$elf remember what Abie looked: like.

But after'the old lady.died (breast canc~r.), I found a faded photo
in .a $Oiled envelope hidden behind the Pesachdige' disheiJt
must have been taken during the spriJ.l8' before the accident by
an itinerant phof~pher of'thoSe days. Th:e scene'is the paved'
areaway. Abie,' dremd'in checked rompers,. is sitting in a little ­
two-wheeled.· cart behind a goat in harneu.He is holding -the
reiN in hh bands. His dark hair is as ,cudy as the goat's, and his
bi$dark ~yes arel~king seriouslyat·you out ofhis little faCe.

,
_I
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On that Friday $pent among my souvenirs, Iwen~ into, the
house,<got the ~ld faded photo from my wallet, and brought it
,back ,out on the pOrch. Sitting there, I was again struck by how
m1,Jch my.son Abie rOoks.like my, kid brother. The resemblance

, is not so much in the actual ~ppearance {my Abie, while he has
t.ny~dark complexion and eyes, has Laura'j straight hair}; rather
it's in thf; flean honestlook oEthe two kids, the pure music they
give off. I have frequently, thought of everything my kid brother
mi~ by tangling withtItat streetcar -all,tbegood times and

. thekickS, Ii~eputtingon a'newsuit, takingabroad to'thePersian
R()()~, play~nga pinochle hand in spades, lying in the sunQu
Bermuda, watkingalong Madison, inhaling the lights and col~rs

of Manhattan, even, buying the oct~g9n house. On the otlter
lIand, I teUmyself, ifAbiemi$$Cd theron,ne never lost th~dfln
honest look and the puremusic. The lisllyfiImnevercameddWn
over his eye. He never gave with the hearty laugh,.he never be..
came an operator, he never had to dish out the d:-apperoo. .

Of course, little Jakie .sittin~ at the kitchen table eating bis
bread with apple butter anddrinking his 'milk was not yet of the '
deep th~nkers like laJ;ries. AloS$ resting his round' rump on his oc..
tagon porch and studying the old faded photo. Strictly, I don't
.know whatJakie was, tbinkipgt except -maybe when hb mamlUa
would comeltome.uShewon'.t begone long," Ml1. Feinberghad
l;eassuredhim.uI'U stay herewith,you till she comes back.1f And
(when he finished eating and was:.just sitting there at the kitchen,

, table; she said, uHaven't you got sOmething ,to,play with, Jakie
darling?" "

As a matter of fact, I did have something.. ltw-as not anything
you'd find at Schwarz's, but a little game I had invented which-I
called Soldiers. On rainy afternoons and Sunda-y'mornings (the
old man wo,.l1dr.t'talIowgames onSaturday), I would play it with
Abie in our bedroom. In heryeat10£ dressmaking,the61d lady
had accumulated a quart Mason jarof buttom,mostof them the
ordinary small white or bIaekvariety, yet a number Qt.,them

,larger, colored, Ofoddlyshaped.lremetnberthatI wouldattange
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these into' armies, with the ordinary buttons sttving as common .
c ",ldiers,and .the larger colored buttons -a$ officers. How dp you
like thad rd put A-bie in.charge of m~Ying certain troops acrou
the Boor. And on Sundays, when we could play in our ,bed, I

. would fashion the blankets and pillows into hills and valleys for,
our armie$ to' march up an~ down. I can still hear Abie'$lisping
treble echfling the COllunands.t "Company,. attention! Forward

~ .. march!'" .
. Obediently, at ~fr$" Feinberg'ssuggestioni 1 went. into the
'bedroom, got out the jar, and.lined up the buttOns. But my heart
waSn't in it. Ev~n though the game went on for a lopg. time, 1 .
kept an earcocked. £o~a sol;lndof the old 1~4Y,and rW3lawa~eof
~~. Feinberg pacing' the kitchen floor nervously and looking
in an.me now and then .withan encouragingsmiie. And when,
at last, I heard foo.uteps .oil' tbestairs, I dropped my game with

,reliefandran out into the kitchen, shoutinguMamma! ~famma!"
The mammawho came inuoppedJitdeJakie.in hb tiack$. She

was $upported by two nUtl$, who led her to a chair, where she sat
lifelessly, her hands dropped 1()()$e in her lap, her eYe5 blank,
without recognition. One of the nuns was carrying our chopping
-knife, which the old lady JPust have taken with her to the hos..;
pital; and she now put it on the table.-j couldn!t take my eyes off
the oldlady. She had become a stranger. She sat there, siIentand
motionless, as ifller skin..and..bones didn't belong to her. Her
eyes.w~repuffedand red, and clearly they did not know.me•.
I..itdeJixie'sheart pammered itspanic; and when thenumasked

-which was his mother's 'bedroom, he could only point, without
,a word. "Come, my child,., said one of the nuns to !lis mamma.
u'You'l1 feel better when you lie down."
. They led her back in~o' the bedroom, where he could heat the

creaking'and crunchingof the bedsp1".i~gs. ~{n. Feinbergducked.
_hertongue and said, HIt would be better fot her if she let herseff ­

go andcried:'
Soon one of the nuns came out into the kitchen. Of coune,

. Jakie haS longsince got used to ea~ing ham. In other words, JOme
<:II... ,._

.....

.\
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of his best ftiendsare goyim. And-do¢$n't hi$ own wife Laura go
off every Sunday moming to visit with bet Deatly nel()vedt-~ut

back there, little Jakiestar¢d withalarrn at the nun in her un..
. familiar black-and-white costume, and with the forbidden cross :
dangling at her waist.. She-put a bandon his head, and a gentle

.voice said, ··Your mother-has had a great sorrow.. YOJ1~ust try
- and beabrave boy." - .

#ITTL'E JAKI£wasabrave boy.. Okay. So was james "Moss. At
least until Sat~tday. In..fact, on ,Friday evening the brave boy'
even went in"to Manhattan, had a steak at,Manny ,\-VoIPs,got np
a pinochlegame, andwon two hundtedandseventeen bucks."But
it didn't make him feel any better. And when he retumed on
Saturclaya£t~m()()ntofind the bousestilldesened-:andAbiegone,
his heart ached - vibrato. He wandered upstait'$and down$tai~s,

insideand outside. No one was there, n<>t: even Mrs.Pe.rkins. Her
days are Monday and·Thursday. Toward$ev~ning,he .1aid~ut·
hi~gray pin-stripe flannel,. and shaved,. preparatory to,going in to
Manhattan for another big night. What he bad inminp.was to
call up.a broad he knew name of Millie:'bavc dinner with' her,
and take in a floor ~how. But when he sat down at '.tuephone, in..
stead of ringing Millie up,.he foutlCl hinuei£ putting th~()ugha

call to Laura. She was where be'dgilC~~d.shewould be --at h.-er
mother dear's. He open~d .the negotiations,. which, he can repOrt,
were.brlef,succirict.. to the poin~,andafiasco.

IfI wantAbie back," I said.
'''rm sorry... dear, but.! don't think that:would be wise. I think

little Abe is really_ b~tter off here with me."
1 took that in for a minute. I have respect for a trump. nWell,

jusJleone talk to him:' . .
"I'm aWfully sprry, dear. That would only upset him. Right .

now" the cIiild doesn~t quite understand l;Vhat's happened, and
be's a litde bewildered.naturally/'

"N:aturalIy," 1 said. "How does ittaste?,t

~. , .

>.
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I~Howdoes what wte" dear?" ,
"Myhead.."
After l,aura hungup on me, I sat there at the phone for a long

, tilne. Du'k had £allen" and the shadow. w£re colleetinK in the
_(proen and al~ng the ceiling. Somehow th.~~ to call Millie, or .
. aj'tyother broad, had evaporated. James M~, man about town
and life.of the pany, 'felt old. And perhaps because ~utahad
~. the expr~ion Hthe child," $uddenly across forty yea", I
heard the Dun say, "Come,. my child," and I realized that the old
Iad;y 'Was jmta child when mykid brother died. She couldn't have

.been more than thirty. And thesame went for the old man.lwa&
almOlt old enough to be the old man'. oldman. So whatdid that
make me? My own grandfather? 1coilld see the oldman trudging
up and down theaide atreets,.tqoped over the handle ofhispush~
cart... fc>llowed by a troop of kidS mocking his uPaper rags! Paper
Tags!" What was it that made him such a schlemiel and $uch a
neffuh? Every stinking little rag..pbidler.in· tUpeeda1.s worked

.hittlJe)£ up to having hi. own junkyard in thegtiiiy;'uth 'or'­
Woodland. Butnot the old man. He nevermade it. He never got
'outofanother guy'sstable.

Once in_while, little Jakiewouldgo with him to the junkyard
where he $Old what he'd picked up in each day's treasure hunt. I
can.seethe hills ofbroken.toves and bedaprings and rustediron,
the smaller piles of lead pipe, copper, and tubber, the bales of '
paper and rags. Somewhere along the line I must have decided I'
was nevergoing to let myselfbe the man in the middle. ~ became
a Jew-boy definitely in a hurry. Laura thinks because she sleeps .
with him she knows James MOQ. How can she if she never knew '
the old man and the old lady? TB, breast cancer, overwork,­
worry, not having the caah in hand, and quaffing the bitter cup
did for them before I met her. It', tough that they didn't live to
geta little nache$~ justa'grain ofhappinesl, from their littleJakie.
They both died, fint the old ladyand then the old man, justafter

, I quit Ohio State to take a job with the News. Well, as I sat there
at the phone thinking of the old man grown to his~pushcari like
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.• an appendage, I beard his voice. Only it was crying not ,uPaper . '
'Tags! Paper tags!" but HDa4d11im!Daddy·Jim!" ,

I took the ~tai1'$ two ata time) andhad goneha.lf..way up before
I recognized where I was and the trick my mind was,playingo~
me. Nevertlieless, I continued up the staim;tnd·into my Abiets

,'room. It is a fine little room,over~he riverside of the porch~with ..
a goodview.l100kedaroundwithout turning on the light. 'The
'wallpaper, which. he had picked out.bim~lfwhen. he wasthreet ,

bas yellow cows jumping over blue moons and red dislles,ron­
ningaway with green spoons; liowever, recently he .insisted on
picking out 'a new "grown-up" wallpaper, with a motif'of tail..
toad 'tracks, semaphores, and dieselJ.That,l$ sCheduled to go up
ina couple of 'weeks·. Or i$.it? I saw that his toys, most of them
at any rate) were still scatteredalong the.walls,and that his boOks
.Were in the~.,I opened the closet. Laurahad takenall hissuits•.
No doubt to'show she llleant ~u$ine$$.1was glad. to ~ee that she
had not forgotten to take Flapjack,'the stuffed velout donkey, all
ears, which lhought for Allie OIl his second birthday a.ud 'which. ­
he nevet went to ~leep without. I $aton his bed in thedmk, and
ternemberedilnoth~r twilight when' I'had discoveredhbfl' there
alone, perched i,a the middle of hisbedrhugging Flapjack, with
his feet·draWIl up under bimand the blanketwoupd like a.tent

. around him. He was then not quite four, like my kid brother,· ...,
and he,looked scared" yet detenninedto be brave andnot~ocan
ou~. .

H\Ybat are' you sitting that way fot', Abie .sweetheart?" I said.. '
"1Q.on'twant the snOokiestogetme."

'''1 don'tsee anysnoOkies,Abiesweetheart."
1 . ... . .

"0h,you can'u'ee them, DaddyJim/'
$'T~~rihowdo you knowtheytre,here?"

/ ···\Vhen it's dark: and you"realon~t, you can feel them' touch
--.... .

your.hair:' ". ~""., .
I took'mm in my anns. "Next, time the snooldesate around,

Abieswee,theart, you,callyout daddy.. He'll be delighted to keep·
you company." - -
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Snookie$ happened to be something little Jakie didn't know

about.. Still and all, aitting back there in the kitchtn after dU$k .
badItttled.. he wasglad·to see one ofthenuns light the gas ll1aIltle.
Tp~ two nuns 'had been waiting patiently for the old man to
cqme home and take over. And just as the gai mantle was lit,

r there were foot$teps on the stair•. That time little Jakie didn't
.,~ jump up. lie $at there waiting,in ailence. The old.man came in,

tired, dirty, and Jtdcken. (I learned later that thepolir;e had not
i found him,. but that on ~e way home he had recei,:ed the glad
tidings from a neighbor.) His face, framed by .the long. black
.sideburns and the ragged beard, Wat bloodleu, almost yellow in
the gaslight. He .tared at me and th~uns for a moment with
sick eyes, and then went quickly into the master bedroom. I
heard him cry "Sadie! sadieI" And then it was the old lady
screamed. It was a$ if she had been holding herself in until that
moment, waiting for theold man. .

u~furderer1" shescreamedinYiddish.
There wa$a shockedsilence. Then the oldmansaid inahoarse

voice. "·Sadie! Sadie! \\That are you saying!"
"Murderer! Where ismyAbie!U J
uSadie, please! It's a shame for the strangers." _
uA shame for you and your Eva Silver! You have murdered

myAbicll\furdererl ~Iurdererl"

AT TIU~ OLD LADY'S first scream, the two nuns, who had started ~

to leave, turned back abruptly. The cross dangling from one
waist swung against the door frame. Little Jakie heard the
dack,and he heard the progress of thOle rustling gowm through
the parlor and into the~room.Almost immediately one of the
nu~ returned, leading the old man, limp and dated, back into
the kitchen, where he dropped into a chair at the table.. His
hands, little Jakie noticed, were shaking. The other nun could
be heard in the bedroom,'trying tOJOOthe and quiet the old lady,
who had at last given way and whOle horribie nsping so~ shook·

'.
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the air. Then die first nun went back into the bedroom. and
r

addedhervoice to that ofher companion. The oldman sat where
he had been le£t,so numbed that even the mQ'edible presence1of

..tpe nunS, emissaries ofthe~ancientenem.y, did not affect him.~ '.1,"

-for little Jakie ·sitting aCfO$S the table, he tried toshdnk' i,ino
hiIIlSelf, t(> make himself unnoticed. Between his ttUUnma"s soJ>-
bing and Ilis papa's shaking hands, the little bugger was seated
bone deep. As Laura soaptly put it, tllechild didn't quite under..
stand what was .happening.Andlafter forty years the dlild still
doesn't quite understand. The name,of Eva Silver was never
-again mentioned, at least not ID,jakie', hearing. And don'.t ask:-
me wbatexactly gave willi ule oldman. I never figured out
wliether it"was a real affair or just a caseo£ hot pants. And with
the kind of guy the old man was.. it might ,even have been one of
these walkie·talkieromances; what LaU1'3 calb let's-be-PIatonic- :
dear. All I figure wastbat the old lady must have gone out that
afternoon to check. upon the 014 man.. and left Able alone. Ah,

.sweet mystery oflove. _
, .TIleold lady's sobbing finally subsided toa moaning, and then

there was silence ,in the bedroom. The two nuns came -out into .
tbe kitcllen. One of tbemsaidtothe old·man, J4She'U beaU right
now. But maybe you'd better sleep with the boy tonight." The'
old man merely stared blankly, as if he b.adn't beard. After a
moment, she added, "lVe must go now. '\Vecan't stayariy longer.
I think you cantakeCareof things," .

At that, the old man pulled .hitn.self tpgether, got up, and
mumbled something intended for tJlanks. The nuns left, and he
stood at the door fQra minute liStening to their footsteps goiu.g
doWn the stairs.. while his shadow flickered outbe wall in tbe gas
light. Then he took ~ deep breath, turned around, and became:
aware ofme...·DidyoubaveSQmething to eat, Jakie?"

I nodded, uYes, papa:'
"Thenit's time-to go to bed;"
There were no protests and no delaying tactics. 1 went into -my

ToOm~ undresscdquickly in tIte half..lightfalling in from the
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kitchen, and got into bed in my underwear. The pl~, man soon
turned off the gu mantIe, followed me into the bedroom, took
offhis thirt, pmts, $hoes, and lOCks, and laydownon the bed next
to me in the long woolens which he wore winter and summer.
The MOICkowitz family did not know from pajan.w and brush..
your-teeth-dear. I lay there in the dark, tense and silent, listening
to the occasional whimper or moan from the old lady'S '=>edroom.'

, I couldsense the old tnan lying next tome, aI$Olistening tensely.
Thensuddenly in the back room th~horri~le sobbing broke out
again, ruptured by a acream hardly recognizable as the old ladY'$:
"Oi, gevald, geva1d! Mein A.beleh! Mein A.beleh!" I clutched. the
eld man's hand. It wcu cold and clammy, and his body stiffened.
Then there was another scream. And another. "M~i1i A.beleh!
Mei.,. Abelehr'

Th¢ old man dbengaged myhand, got up from the bed, and in
hit longwoolens went out•.As lIay there trembling, I could hear
his bate feet padding through the room~ to the old lady's bed..
room, and then his broken pleading voice: "Sadie! Don't! Sadief
Sadie!"Aftera while the lObbing died down, and I listened to the

,old lady moaning and whimpering, and tht; old man pleading,
pleading, pleading. The old man didn't return for a long time. -' .,. ...'..... .' - _., - - . - - -- --.;;..

I must have fallen asleep. It wasn't untUne climbed into bed='--';<"'~-""

,with me that I laW he had no head. '\Vhere his bead :should have "
been was a $~all plain black button.

I
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