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INTRODOCTION

M y father’s bakery was my first university. As a schoolboy I did
my homework there, sitting at one of the small wooden tables in the
rear of the shop. It was easy to eavesdrop on the conversations of my
father and his cronies or the neighborhood merchants who would
stop in for coffee and a Danish, or to listen to the lighthearted ban-
ter between the saleswomen behind the counters and their cus-
tomers, who would purchase a few Kaiser rolls or perhaps a bread—
and just maybe an apple crumb cake or a couple of éclairs.

There was nothing automatic about buying dessert. It was during
the Great Depression, and most of these women had to think twice
about spending that extra fifty cents from the family food budget.
But while they were thinking, they talked, and often it was about a
great deal more than cake.

At one time or another, just about everyone in our Bronx neigh-
borhood (known as the Tremont section) stoE1 ped into Grossfeld &
Korman’s Bakery, which was at 935 East 180t? Street—three blocks
from the Bronx Zoo.

My grandfather, Herschel Grossfeld, and his son-in-law, my
father, Nathan Korman, opened this bakery in 1920. My father had
learned his craft working in my grandfather’s bakery in Yorkville, the
old German neighborhood in Manhattan. They reasoned, I suppose,
that the then suburban Bronx offered new opportunities for busi-
ness, and was a fine place, not only for my mother, Lillian, and my
father to raise a family, but for my aunts and uncles as well.

My sister, Edith, was born in 1921; I arrived in 1927. My mother,
along with her sisters, all worked in the bakery as salesclerks, bring-
ing their offspring into the shop where they could keep an eye on
them—which is why I grew up among pumpernickels, strawberry
shortcakes and apple pies, listening to the grown-ups talk.

Maybe three quarters of the people who populated the apartment
buildings in the bakery’s immediate neighborhood were Jewish. The



rest were Hungarian, Czech and Polish Catholics who, like the Jews,
had prospered sufficiently to leave the tenement neighborhoods that
had first received them or their forebears. There were a few descen-
dants of the Dutch, English and German settlers who had arrived
when grass and not cement grew in the Bronx. The Irish lived at the
southern edge of the neighborhood, while Italians clustered to the
northwest around Arthur Avenue, which still boasts several
great Italian restaurants and food shops. African-Americans, or
“Coloreds” or Negroes as they were called then, were almost as rare
as Russian nobility, and only a few ventured into the Tremont sec-
tion, mainly to work.

Remarkably, everyone seemed to get along with one another, for
the most part. During the Great Depression, the shop owners along
180th Street—my father among them—were relatively well off com-
pared to the rest of the neighborhood. Still, there was the overall
feeling of “we’re all in this together.” This positive attitude was
intensified after Pearl Harbor.

The only blight on neighborhood harmony, as far I was con-
cerned, came from some of the Irish kids from the St. Thomas
Aquinas Church and School on Daly Avenue. The Irish boys liked to
pick on the smaller kids, whom they assumed to be Jewish; occa-
sionally I heard the taunt “Christ-killers” roll off their lips. Some of
them earned pocket money selling copies of Father Coughlin’s Social
Justice, the weekly that quoted from the Protocols of the Elders of
Zion and heaped praise on Adolf Hitler.

There were some modest fistfights, generally initiated by the Irish
kids, but the Jews gave as good at they got. And, as a kind of coun-
terbalance, there were stickball games that were played between the
two rival religious groups without any apparent difficulties. These
took place on Southern Boulevard, near the trolley car barns, where
the adults sat on stone benches and cheered the participants.

By the time I was ten, I had less time for street games because—
in addition to doing my homework in my father’s bakery—I was
working there, folding the thin cardboard boxes that were used to



package the cakes and cookies sold by my mother and aunts. My
older sister and cousins worked there as well. As the youngest of the
lot, I was happy to be included. My tasks grew as I grew. My favorite,
at the beginning, was squeezing the jelly into the jelly donuts. The
conversational buzz—in dazzling combinations of Polish, Russian,
Yiddish, Hungarian and English—never ceased.

My father’s bakery was the center of my growing-up years, but my
life didn’t stop there. So, included here are stories that began in the
bakery but continued elsewhere—at my parents’ or other relatives’
homes or on excursions I made from the bakery, almost always in the
company of my father or another adult who worked there. A few
remembrances start in another place entirely, or continue through
decades, but, as you will see, they are all connected, like an umbili-
cal cord, to the bakery.

What I learned during my young years, observing and listening to
the diverse voices of the world of my father’s bakery, has colored
every aspect of my life and, I would like to think, enriched it. And
while that place and time has all but vanished, its aromas still linger
in my imagination.

If I have erred in this memoir in recording a name or fact, or have
recollected an incident differently than another participant might
have, I hope you will understand. After all, I'm seeing this through
the prism of many years, and sometimes the eye (and the brain) can
get a little blurry, as if a handful of flour had been tossed in its way.

Here, then, is some of what I breathed in, some of what I saw and
some of what I heard.

—Marvin Korman
2003
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Oncle Maxie Strikes Back

The Irish didn’t like it
when they heard of Greenberg’s fame

for they thought a good first baseman
should possess an Irish name.

—EDGAR A. GUEST

M y Uncle Maxie was born on New Year’s Day 1900 in the
Yorkville section of Manhattan. He was the male half of the second
set of twins produced by my maternal grandparents. His birth, along
with that of his sister, my Aunt Bertha, was cause for great celebra-
tion in the household, which then boasted six children. Two more
would come before my grandmother said, “Enough is enough.”
Uncle Maxie was considered a delightful child, and was just
beginning to enjoy the sports and social activities that ten-year-olds
engaged in—swimming off the docks along the East River and run-
ning through the wooded areas of Central Park right behind the
Metropolitan Museum of Art—when he was struck with what was
either rheumatic fever or scarlet fever. I was never sure which. In any
case, according to my mother who was four years Maxie’s senior, he
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was never quite the same after he recovered. He became withdrawn
and frightened of being around people, except his immediate fami-
ly. Both his athletic and intellectual skills never developed beyond
the time he became ill.

Naturally, school became an enormous problem for him and, as
soon as he finished seventh grade—several years older than his class-
mates—he was put to work in the family bakery on 820d Street and
First Avenue. Rather than work as a baker, which would have
required a great deal of strength and stamina, he became a sales-
clerk, a job that was usually assigned to the women in the family.

From the beginning, my father’s bakery was as much a haven for
Uncle Maxie as it would later become for me; I would go there after
school to sit at one of the old tables in the rear of the store, next to
the glistening brass coffee urns, and try to do my homework. Long
after the ovens in the cellar had been left to cool for the day and the
last of the breads and cakes had been hoisted up on the large wood-
en dumbwaiter to the street-level shop, the aromas of freshly baked
ryes and pumpernickels would mingle with sweet smells of fruit pies,
chocolate cakes and pastries.

The store was much longer than it was wide, with sales counters and
display cases on only one side. Along the opposite wall was a series of
wooden tables, where simple breakfasts and lunches were served. In
the rear of the shop, separated by a swinging door from the eating and
selling areas were both my father’s office and a simple kitchen.

From my vantage point, I would look up occasionally and observe
the customers, mainly women, as they surveyed the display of breads
and cakes and chatted with the salesclerks. There were two sales
counters, one for selling breads and one for selling cakes. The bread
counter was simply a long wooden board on which were placed two
or three metal baskets piled high with rolls and breads. The cake
counter was more elaborate and was shielded from the customers by
glass. Several shelves held trays of cookies, French and Danish pas-
tries, and other small cakes laid out in even rows. Separating the two
counters was a large, ornate cash register.
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Uncle Maxie worked the bread counter. The other salesclerks
moved effortlessly between the counters. But Uncle Maxie could not
handle the variety of items offered at the cake counter; if a customer
indicated that she wanted cake as well as bread, Maxie would sim-
ply ask her to go to another clerk.

The steady customers knew this about Uncle Maxie and they
accepted whatever inconvenience his limitations might have caused
them. In fact, many of them preferred to have Uncle Maxie serve
them, even if it was only for breads and rolls, because his ever-pres-
ent smile seemed to indicate the sheer delight he took in serving
them. He projected a gentle warmth with every loaf of rye he sold.

In addition to only working the bread counter, Uncle Maxie
stayed home on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays, the busiest days for
the bakery. Crowds, noise, rapid movements and anything that was
not part of his usual routine made him extremely nervous. The fam-
ily did everything it could to protect him.

My cousin Jerry and I were the happy beneficiaries of Uncle
Maxie’s limitations. Every Sunday, from April through September,
when the New York Giants baseball team was playing at the Polo
Grounds, Uncle Maxie took us to the game. We never went to
Yankee Stadium, because Uncle Maxie was a Giants fan, the result
of his Manhattan youth.

The Polo Grounds was located on the Manhattan side of the
Bronx River at 15510 Street. Yankee Stadium was and still is located
at 1615t Street in the Bronx. This seemingly minor geographical dis-
tinction was further exacerbated by the fact that Uncle Maxie had
grown up hating the Yankees. As a result, without much prodding,
my cousin Jerry and I became diehard Giant fans. Our heroes were
Mel Ott, Bill Terry and the lefty/righty pitching sensations, King
Carl (Hubbell) and Prince Hal (Schumacher).

But, beginning in 1934 and reaching its climax in 1938, almost
every Jewish Bronxite—male and female, young and old—claimed
dual citizenship with the city of Detroit. This was true for Yankee
fans and Giant fans alike. The reason was a charming, self-effacing
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young man named Hank Greenberg, the son of Jewish-Rumanian
immigrants, who was playing first base for the Detroit Tigers.

Many people have questioned why the Yankees had not pursued
the East Bronx native and star athlete at James Monroe High
School. Actually, the Yankees did try to sign Greenberg but he was-
n’t stupid. The Yankees already had the “Iron Man,” Lou Gebhrig, at
first base, and even “Hammerin’ Hank” figured that there was little
chance of anyone replacing Gehrig in the near future.

So Greenberg signed with the Detroit organization and quickly
established himself as a star player, helping the Tigers win the
American League Championship in 1934 and a World Series in
1935, the same year in which he was voted the League’s Most
Valuable Player. There had been Jewish major league ball players
before Greenberg, but none had been so dominant in the game.

Greenberg’s prowess on the field was one thing, but what
endeared him to Jewish families in the Bronx, and presumably
elsewhere, was his decision in 1934 not to play on Yom Kippur, the
Day of Atonement and the holiest day of the year for Jews, even
though the game was important to Detroit’s chances of winning the
pennant.

Talk about Hank Greenberg permeated every area of life in the
Bronx. Even my grandfather—for whom the word “game” meant
pinochle or hearts, and for whom “balls and strikes” meant dancing
parties and picket lines—would question me as we folded cake
boxes at the back table of the bakery: “So, you think Hank will hit
a home run today?”

My grandfather’s brother, Menashe, who reigned over the bread
and roll production in the bakery and who rarely left the scorching
heat of the ovens during a twelve-hour day, also showed curiosity.
What did it mean, he asked me, when they said Hank Greenberg
played “first base?” Was that good? he wondered.

In 1938, Greenberg began to hit home runs at a rate that would
give him—Dby the end of the season—more than the record of 60 set
by Babe Ruth in 1927. My cousin and I made subtle suggestions to
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Uncle Maxie that we would love to see Greenberg in action when
the Tigers came to the Bronx to play the Yankees. Maybe we were
too subtle, because he acted as if he hadn’t heard us.

But one Tuesday morning in August, something happened that
changed everything. Uncle Maxie was, as usual, behind the bread
counter. A woman came into the bakery and asked him for six nice-
ly browned Kaiser rolls and a rye bread with lots of caraway seeds.

Uncle Maxie, who could remember for years exactly what breads
a customer had asked for, smiled as he carefully selected the rolls
and bread and tenderly placed them in a paper bag.

Uncle Maxie politely asked the new customer for twenty-seven
cents.

At this point, the woman asked for some apple cake and a marble
loaf.

“You can get them at the cake counter,” my uncle replied, as he
always did when a customer’s order went beyond bread. “One of the
girls will . ..~

The woman objected loudly. “Why do I have to go to two clerks?”

Uncle Maxie stammered: “I . .. I don’t do cakes.”

“Whatta you mean, ‘You don’t do cakes?’” What are you—some
kinda dummy?” the woman screamed.

Uncle Maxie froze, and then he began to shake. My mother, who
had been waiting on a customer at the cake counter, rushed to her
younger brother. She put her arms around him and tried to comfort
him. By then, he was crying uncontrollably.

“Now see what you’ve done,” my mother shouted at the woman.

“What I've done? I didn’t do nothing!”

“You called him a dummy.”

“Are you people crazy?” the woman said as she reached into her
pocketbook. “Here’s your lousy twenty-seven cents. I'll buy my cake
elsewhere.” She stormed out of the store.

My father, who was getting ready for his “Tuesday afternoon off,”
told my mother he would walk Uncle Maxie home to his apartment
on Bronx Park South, a few blocks from the store. Uncle Maxie
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lived there with my grandfather.

“Look, Maxie, it was nothing. Just a stupid woman,” my father said.

“I tried to tell her to let one of the girls get her some cake . . .”

“I know, but it’s best that you take the rest of the day off. I would
take you to the track with me but I know you hate the horses.”

“Yeah. I hate the horses.”

“You should take tomorrow off, too.”

“Okay.”

“Hey, the Tigers are in town. Tomorrow, why don’t you take the
boys to Yankee Stadium? They’re dying to see Hank Greenberg.”

“I don’t go to the Stadium. I hate the Yankees.”

“That’s just it. You can go there and root agaznst them.”

Uncle Maxie smiled.

“Good,” my father said. He reached into his wallet and handed
Uncle Maxie a ten-dollar bill. “Get some really good seats. You
know, field level.”

“They cost two-twenty each,” Uncle Maxie said.

“That’s okay. You can buy ’em some sodas and peanuts, too.”

The following afternoon, my Aunt Bertha, Jerry’s mother, made
chicken salad sandwiches which Jerry and I devoured in the rear of
the bakery. We finished off our lunch with chocolate brownies and
milk. Life was good. And the prospect of seeing our hero, Hank
Greenberg, only added to our joy.

“Do you think he’ll hit a homer today?” I asked.

“Of course he will,” Jerry replied. Jerry was three years older than
I, so I knew he was right.

Uncle Maxie came by the bakery at one o’clock and we walked to
the elevated trains at Boston Road; we took one to 149th Street,
where we changed for a different line and took the train uptown for
two stops, and getting off at the unfamiliar 1615t Street station.

I had to admit that Yankee Stadium was very impressive. It looked
much larger than the home of our beloved Giants.

“Stay close to me,” Uncle Maxie said. “I gotta find the ticket
booths. I don’t like this place.”
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Jerry and I knew there was really nothing wrong with Yankee
Stadium; it was just Uncle Maxie being Uncle Maxie.

A few minutes later we found a series of ticket windows and
Uncle Maxie got on one of the lines. People were milling about, and
I noticed that many of them carried orange and black pennants with
the words “Detroit Tigers.” I figured that if the banners said “Hank
Greenberg” they might have sold even more.

Our seats were field level behind the Yankees’ dugout. That way
we could look across to the visitor’s dugout and watch Hank
Greenberg as he waited for his turn to bat. Also, we could see him
up close as he fielded his position at first base. Uncle Maxie tipped
the usher a quarter and the man used an oversized chamois cloth
glove to wipe off our seats.

It took us a few minutes to adjust our eyes to the dimensions of
the stadium and the vastly superior location of our seats. Seeing a
game from box seats—practically on the field—was a great deal dif-
ferent than seeing it from the upper deck of the Polo Grounds. The
players looked huge.

At about a quarter to two, the Tigers began their batting practice.
Everyone had been anticipating the appearance of Greenberg, and
when he left the dugout, there was a burst of applause and a thun-
derous roar from the crowd, many of whom were still making their
way to their seats. He trotted over to the batting cage and stood qui-
etly, waiting his turn. All eyes were on the greatest ball player the
Bronx had ever produced: our very own hometown hero. Jerry and
I stood up, cheering wildly. Uncle Maxie remained seated but I saw
him smile ever so slightly.

Greenberg stepped into the batter’s box, took a couple of practice
swings and then pounded the first pitch about 400 feet into the cen-
terfield bleachers. He drove the next two pitches like bullets into the
gap between left and center fields. It was: Boom! Boom! Boom!
Hank was looking good. I hoped he wouldn’t leave it all on the prac-
tice field.

As the game was about to start, at precisely 3:05, we became aware
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of a loud voice that was coming from a heavyset, brutish-looking guy
seated about six rows behind us, drinking beer at a furious rate.

“Hey, Greenberg, did ya momma feed ya matzo balls? . . . ya
swing like a fuckin’ pansy . . . you better watch ya head, today . . . go
back to Russia, Jew-boy.”

A few people in the seats around us tried to respond, and I saw
one of them talk to the usher, who shrugged his shoulders and
walked away.

Frankly, I was accustomed to hearing talk like that, which was
usually directed at my friends and me when we were playing near the
St. Thomas Aquinas parochial school on Daly Avenue. But since my
mother only made matzo balls for the Passover seder, and I didn’t
know what a pansy was, and my family was German not Russian,
that kind of talk never bothered me much. But I was worried about
Uncle Maxie. He’d had a fit when the woman had called him a
dummy the day before, so I watched him very closely.

The first inning began in a most extraordinary way. The Yankee
pitcher walked the first three Detroit batters, loading the bases for
Hank Greenberg. He lumbered to the plate. His massive six-foot-
four-inch body sloped slightly as his feet dug into the batter’s box. I
realized that he had within his power the opportunity to beat the
New York Yankees in their own ballpark, to move one home run
closer to Babe Ruth’s record, and to bring undreamed happiness to
thousands of Jewish youths from the Grand Concourse to
Westchester Avenue. And, most important, he could shut the mouth
of the guy sitting six rows behind us.

Greenberg teased the thousands of fans by stepping out of the bat-
ter’s box after each pitch was thrown. The tension grew and the fans
leaned forward in their seats. When the count reached one ball and two
strikes, the Yankee pitcher launched a high, inside fastball—obviously
a mistake—that Greenberg drove over the head of the Yankee left field-
er, Myril Hoag, and into the corner near the foul line. Three runs scored
and Greenberg had himself a stand-up double. Jerry and I jumped out
of our seats and hugged one another and the crowd went wild.
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Mr. Loudmouth was quiet for the moment.

Greenberg scored when the next batter, Rudy York, singled
sharply. Tommy Heinrich, the new Yankee right fielder, scooped up
the ball and threw home, but his throw was cut off by Lou Gehrig
who saw that Greenberg was already sliding across home plate with
the Tigers’ fourth run of the inning. When Hank stood up and cer-
emoniously dusted himself off before returning to the visitors’
dugout, the crowd gave him a tumultuous cheer.

Uncle Maxie was pleased: it was only the first inning and his hated
Yankees were already losing four to zip.

But the Tigers and Hank Greenberg were not through yet. With
none on in the second inning, Greenberg drove his forty-sixth home
run deep into the left field stands; then in the seventh, with Charlie
Gehringer, the Tiger second baseman on first, he lifted a high fly ball
along the left field foul line—fair by inches. The ball bounced into
the stands and Hank was held at second base. He would surely have
had a triple had it stayed in the field.

When the seventh inning was over, the Tigers were leading 12 to
6. Most of the Yankee fans were starting to leave, including the loud-
mouth six rows behind us. His parting words, as Greenberg trotted
from his position at first base to the dugout to start the eighth
inning, were as meaningless as his other pronouncements: “Hey,
Greenberg. You got lucky, you fuckin’ Jew-boy!”

No one paid much attention to him. Hank Greenberg had already
answered him in the best way possible.

But Uncle Maxie suddenly stood up and unleashed a few parting
words. “Go to Hell, you big fat dummy!” he shouted, waving the
battered yellow-brown straw fedora he always wore to baseball
games.

The big fat dummy made a half motion, as if he was going to go
after Uncle Maxie, but he turned away and headed toward one of
the exits.

Uncle Maxie was delighted with himself and continued waving his
hat to others in the stands nearby; they seemed to appreciate his
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handling of the heckler. It was as if Uncle Maxie did not want his
moment of triumph to end. Jerry and I were very proud of him.

The game was completed with no additional scoring. Greenberg
grounded out in the top of the ninth and received a standing ovation
from the remaining crowd.

Before we got into the subway that would take us home, Uncle
Maxie bought Jerry and me orange and black Detroit Tiger pen-
nants, which we carried triumphantly into the bakery.

“We heard,” my mother said when she saw us. “Hank hit anoth-
er home run.”

“Yeah, but Uncle Maxie almost got into a fight with a big fat guy,”
Jerry said.

“Maxie in a fight? What are you talking about?”

And then we told her how this man had called Hank Greenberg
all kinds of names and that nobody had answered him back except
Uncle Maxie, who had stood up and called him a big fat dummy.

“You're lucky he didn’t kill you,” my mother said, addressing
Maxie, her voice full of emotion.

Then she motioned to him. “Maxie, give me a hand behind the
bread counter. We missed you.”

When the season ended a montb later, Greenberg bad hit 58 home

runs, two shy of the Babe’s record. But none of us in the bakery—or in
the entire borough of the Bronx—thought any less of him.



Monday Night Fights

THE BRONX CHEER

For those who may not be familiar with it, a Bronx Cheer is really a
jeer, a boo, a vocal expression of derision and ridicule. It is accom-
plished by wrapping the thumb and forefinger around your lips and
blowing out a stream of sound and mist. Because it is such a silly ges-
ture, it is usually followed by laughter. Hence, the “cheer” part.

My father regarded the front window showcase of his bakery
store as a most important marketing tool, although he never quite
expressed it in that way. He took great pride in carefully arranging
displays of butter cookies, babkas, chocolate layer cakes and pies in
the front window. Periodically, during the day, he would move them
about, adding a fruit pie in place of a butter-cream iced cake that
had just been sold, or a tray of fresh Danish pastries where devil’s
food cakes had been. He took great pains to get things just right,
stepping back and squinting now and then like an artist arranging
objects for a still life painting.

The only things that marred the beauty of his precious window
displays were the posters from the local movie houses or the ones
advertising upcoming boxing matches at the Bronx Coliseum, which
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were placed in one corner of the window. The reason he allowed
these intrusions was simple: in exchange for the window space, my
father was given free passes to the theaters or fights.

The movie-house passes were quickly claimed by my mother and
my aunts, who went to the movies twice each week. Movie going
during the Depression years was a great way for adults to forget
their troubles. Instead of worrying about where the next rent
money would be coming from, they could sit in plush seats in a dark
movie theater and be a part of the scene as Melvyn Douglas, in a
tuxedo, sipped Champagne with a lavishly gowned and bejeweled
Irene Dunne.

My father couldn’t have cared less about what Douglas or Dunne
or Joan Crawford or Bette Davis, for that matter, were up to; what
he craved were the “comps” he received from the Bronx Coliseum,
which put on professional matches every Monday night. He figured
that if my mother and her sisters were happy with the movie passes,
they could not begrudge him free tickets to the fights.

The fact is, these fight posters were garish-looking affairs—usual-
ly yellow with huge black and red letters that could be read from
across the street. But the tickets were free, and everyone was happy.

Many of the fighters appearing at the Bronx Coliseum were up-
and-coming youngsters; they were pitted against some old-timers
who should have quit but were hanging on for “one more purse.”
Occasionally, a champion or a leading contender would come to the
Bronx Coliseum for what was termed a “tune-up” for a more impor-
tant bout, which would be fought a few months later at Madison
Square Garden—or occasionally in Yankee Stadium.

My father was always given four tickets to the fights, and he usu-
ally went with his two younger brothers, my uncles Ruby and Charley,
and Danny Revelis, a salesman from General Mills who sold flour to
both my father and Uncle Ruby, who owned a bakery in Brooklyn.

Uncle Charley was the only member of my father’s family who was
not in the bakery business, having deserted it to become a liquor sales-
man right after Prohibition was repealed in 1933. Charley lived in
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Passaic, New Jersey, and the fights at the Coliseum were his excuse to
visit with his brothers. Uncle Chatley told funny stories, sang crazy
songs like “Yes, We Have No Bananas,” and danced a wild Chatleston.

Revelis—no one except my mother ever referred to him by his
first name—was a widower who had become a quasi member of the
family. I liked him because he would defend me in most disputes I
had with my father. My father especially liked him because he was
awful at the poker games that were played in the back room of the
store. Revelis could be counted on to make a major contribution to
my father’s wallet at these regular sessions.

I was deemed too young to go to the fights. I had only seen one or
two from my Aunt Sue and Uncle Morris’s apartment, which over-
looked Yankee Stadium. From the fire escape on the fifth floor of
their apartment building, the male members of the family watched—
no tickets necessary—as Jack Sharkey, Max Baer, Jimmy Braddock,
Max Schmeling and, of course, Joe Louis made boxing history.

It was quite a sight. Except for the ring area, the entire 70,000-seat
stadium was almost totally black. The only lights in the stands would
be the flashes of cigars and cigarettes being lit. In the center of the
arena, the square ring glistened like a bonfire.

Inside the apartment, the radio’s volume was turned up so we
could all hear Clem McCarthy, the radio announcer, give his rapid-
fire, gravel-voiced, blow-by-blow account of the fight. And through
a pair of Uncle Morris’s binoculars, which we passed among us, we
managed to almost see what was happening in the ring.

My chance to see a fight up close came when Revelis stopped by
the bakery one Monday afternoon to say that he was not going to be
able to make it to the Coliseum that night.

“What’s so important?” my father asked. “Tony Canzoneri’s fight-
ing tonight. He’s a beautiful thing to watch.”

“I know, but my daughter-in-law invited me to dinner. I think
she’s trying to fix me up with an aunt of hers. Maybe you can take
the kid in my place,” Revelis said, pointing to me. I was sitting at my
usual table, near the brass coffee urns, pretending that I wasn’t lis-
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tening, and that I was busy doing my homework.

My father turned to me. “Hey, you wanna go to the fights with me
and your uncles?”

“Really? You think Mom will let me?”

“I’ll talk to her. It’s Tony Canzoneri. He’s a little guy, so it won’t
be bloody.”

As my father had predicted, my mother agreed to let me go, pro-
vided we didn’t come home too late. I was ecstatic. For the rest of
the afternoon, it was virtually impossible for me to concentrate on
the fractions and long-division problems that I was supposed to con-
quer before the next day’s class.

Around six that evening my uncles arrived, and we all went to the
local delicatessen a few doors down from the bakery for a bowl of
mushroom barley soup, my favorite. Then, about 7:30, as it grew
dark, the four of us walked down to Boston Road and made our way
to Tremont Avenue, heading east to the Bronx Coliseum. We looked
up. The steep staircases of the nearby elevated train station were
crowded with people making their way to the Coliseum. They
walked with an intensity and energy that only the prospect of an
exciting sporting event can generate.

As we neared the arena, the noise grew louder: people shouted
greetings to one another from across the street, newsboys hawked
their papers and the peanut vendors were out in force. “Buy ’em
here for ten cents. Inside it’s a quarter!”

“You wanna bag, kid?” Uncle Ruby asked. “How about some
Tootsie Rolls?”

“Stop spoiling him,” my father grumbled.

“Since when is a bag a peanuts and some candy spoiling a kid?”

“Since I said so.”

“Take it easy, Nate,” Uncle Charley chimed in. “It’s gonna be a
lovely evening.” And he started singing “Take Me Out To The Ball
Game.”

My father sneered at his youngest brother. “Wrong sport,
Charley.”
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Uncle Ruby bought me a bag of peanuts, a Tootsie Roll and a
Milky Way. Normally, even one of the three would have been a treat,
so I was reveling in my good luck.

Suddenly, there on East 177t Street, in two-foot-high letters,
were the words: NEW YORK COLISEUM. Of course, we knew it
as the Bronx Coliseum. No one, to my knowledge, ever referred to
it otherwise. I was overwhelmed at how beautiful it looked. That
night, the Bronx Coliseum—a pink-colored, stucco building with a
series of simple arches that encompassed an entire two-block area, a
building that would never be confused, architecturally, with the one
in Rome—was glittering from giant searchlights that crisscrossed
their beams into the sky and across the building’s dome. People
flocked toward it from every direction until the whole street sur-
rounding it was filled. It was almost like the newsreels of Times
Square on New Year’s Eve.

“There must be a full house tonight,” Ruby said. “Canzoneri’s a
big draw. What do you think?”

“Twenty thousand?” Charley guessed.

“The place only seats fifteen,” my father growled. “So how can
you fit twenty?”

“I don’t know,” Charley mumbled. “But it’s a lot for a fight that
isn’t even for a championship.”

My father frowned. “You're always complaining. If you paid for
the tickets, you can complain. Otherwise . . . ” He was too annoyed
to finish.

Ruby interrupted. “I'm hungry.”

“How can you be hungry? You just had a big bowl of soup,” my
father said.

“I’'m hungry, too,” I said. I hadn’t started on the bonanza of good-
ies that Uncle Ruby had bought for me.

“Let’s get to our seats first,” my father said.

The seats were great. They were just behind ringside, which was
even better than ringside because you didn’t have to crane your neck
upward to see what was happening in the ring.
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Charley beamed. “Great seats, Nate.”

“Hey, it was a double-sized poster. Almost covered up half the
window,” my father said. “For that, they better be good.”

As soon as we were seated—me between Ruby and Charley and
my father next to Ruby—the ring announcer, who was wearing a
tuxedo, just the way announcers did at the big fights in Madison
Square Garden or Yankee Stadium, stepped into the center of the
ring. With the help of a small megaphone, he directed our attention
to two opposite corners of the ring, which were already occupied by
the fighters—heavyweights—who had just climbed through the
ropes. One of them was wearing a bright black satin robe with the
words “Kayo Kennedy” on the back. His entourage of four or five
men rubbed his shoulders and arms.

Kayo’s opponent looked terrified. Instead of a robe he had a small
towel draped around his neck. His single handler shouted in his ear,
perhaps offering words of encouragement or some last-minute
advice as he patted him on the back.

“This doesn’t look like much,” Ruby said. “What do you guys
want to eat?”

“I’ll go with you,” I volunteered. I really didn’t want to see what
Kayo Kennedy was going to do to the frightened young man with the
towel.

As we left our seats, Ruby took my hand. “You hold on to me,”
he said. “I don’t want you to get lost.”

“Cheezit, Uncle, I'm not a baby. Don’t treat me like one,” I
protested.

“I know you’re not a baby, kid, but this is a crazy crowd—and I
wouldn’t want anything to happen to you,” he said quietly. “Okay?”

“Okay, I guess.”

We found a concession stand and ordered a half dozen meat sand-
wiches—roast beef, turkey, corned beef, breast of beef—with extra
pickles and a half dozen Coca-Colas. Since the tickets were free,
Ruby was going to make sure we all ate well.

I stayed close to him as he cleared a path back to our seats



MONDAY NIGHT FIGHTS @& 31

through the crowd. It was a happy bunch, mainly men who, for a
buck and a half apiece, could yell and scream like banshees as they
watched two guys who probably had never met before try to kill one
another.

When we got back to our seats, Charley made it clear that we had-
n’t missed much. He explained that he had dropped his hat just as
the fight had started; by the time he had recovered it, Kayo Kennedy
was laid out on the floor of the ring and the referee was in the mid-
dle of his ten-count. It seemed that the frightened young man in the
towel possessed a crushing left hook that met Kayo’s glass jaw. The
fight was over before it began.

While we were eating our sandwiches, the announcer introduced
the next bout: two overweight heavyweights, both of whom had
records that showed more losses than wins. It did not look very
promising.

As the fight began, each boxer bobbed and weaved, tossed a few
aimless jabs, shuffled around a bit and then clinched until the refer-
ee pried them apart. This pattern was repeated two or three times
until the crowd started booing. Now the boxers held one another
and moved around the ring like two elephants in the Bronx Zoo
whose trunks had accidentally become entwined.

The simple boos of frustrated fight fans now became rowdy
Bronx cheers.

Suddenly, Uncle Charley, with a corned beef sandwich in one
hand and his drink in the other, stood up on his chair and started to
sing: “I'll be loving you, always/With a love that’s true, always . . . ”

This seemed to be the signal for Ruby and my father to stand on
their chairs and begin to sing as well: “When the things you've
planned/Need a helping hand/I will understand, always . . . ”

The slow dance in the ring continued. The fighters would fall
back from each other for a couple of seconds, and then they would
lurch forward and embrace again. The choreography did not
change; neither did the singing of my father and his brothers.

I was thoroughly embarrassed. I wanted to hide. It was bad
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enough that they did their Al Jolson and Maurice Chevalier imita-
tions at family gatherings, but this was in front of 15,000 strangers!

Oddly enough, I noticed that everyone around us seemed to be
enjoying the sideshow that was being provided by my father and my
uncles. Whenever they reached the magical word—always—the
crowd sang along with them. There was no stopping the brothers
now, particularly when the arena lights were directed to shine on
them. “Days may not be fair, always/That’s when I'll be there,
always/Not for just an hour/Not for just a day/Not for just a year,
but always.”

The fight fans roared their approval. I could hardly believe what
I was seeing. My father and my uncles were leading a crowd of half-
crazed men, along with a few women, in mocking the performance
of two hapless boxers. The brothers simply could not stop; they
seemed energized by the crowd’s response.

Suddenly, the bell sounded; the referee moved in between the two
fighters and mercifully ended the fight. The hysterical crowd gave
my father and uncles a standing ovation.

I was no longer embarrassed; in fact, in a strange way, I rather
enjoyed the attention that was being showered on them—and me!

Long after the fighting had resumed with other boxers, people in
the crowd still smiled and pointed to us. After a while, the pointing
and the smiling became a bit unnerving, but there was nothing I
could do; anyway, I was having a grand time eating a roast beef sand-
wich with the extra pickles that Uncle Ruby had supplied.

Finally, it was time for the main event: the great Tony Canzoneri
versus a young, inexperienced fighter named Billy Floyd from Utah.

“What the hell is Utah?” my father asked.

“It’s a state out West,” Ruby replied. “Dempsey came from there.
They have their own religion. They’re Mormons. The men there can
have lots of wives . . . all at the same time.”

“Why the hell would they want to do that?” my father asked.
“Isn’t one enough?”

Charley looked scornfully at my father and pointed to me. “Shh.
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Be careful what you say in front of the kid,” he cautioned.

“I only meant that one wife is all anyone needs,” my father cor-
rected himself. “Right?”

“Right,” I said. And we all laughed.

The ring announcer raised his megaphone: “Ladies and gentle-
men!” he shouted. “The 7ain event

The crowd erupted.

“We are honored tonight to have with us a number of celebrities
from the world of sports, politics and show business,” the announc-
er bellowed, his voice rising to an ear-splitting crescendo. “Let me
introduce the current heavyweight champion of the world—Jimmy
Braddock!”

Cheers from the crowd filled the Bronx Coliseum as the much-
admired Braddock climbed into the ring and greeted a smiling Tony
Canzoneri and a very nervous looking Billy Floyd.

“Great guy,” my father said of Braddock.

“Lucky,” Ruby said tersely.

“All right,” my father said. “Great guy and lucky, too.”

After Braddock, the ring announcer brought out the Honorable
James J. Lyons, the borough president of the Bronx, who was ener-
getically booed by most of the crowd, including my father. Then
came Borah Minnevitch, who was appearing at the Windsor Theatre
on Fordham Road with his Harmonica Rascals and, finally, Father
Anthony McGuire from St. Thomas Aquinas Church, who blessed
both fighters. I wondered how Mr. Floyd, the Mormon from Utah,
felt about the Catholic priest’s blessings. But perhaps he knew that
he was going to need all the help he could get.

I looked at my father and Ruby and Charley, and they were grin-
ning happily. I realized how much fun they were having. I wasn’t
sure if it was the skills or lack of skills of the boxers that mattered to
them as much as the joy that they had in being with one another.

For the first ninety seconds of the fight, the veteran Canzoneri
and the neophyte Floyd danced around, “feeling” one another out.

Suddenly, Canzoneri unloaded a series of stunning left jabs, fol-

'”
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lowed by a monstrous right hook that sent young Billy Floyd to the
canvas for a quick sleep.

In less than two minutes, the main event was history.

My father and my uncles applauded vigorously.

The crowd, which probably had come to the Coliseum anticipat-
ing a quick victory by Canzoneri, seemed relieved that their boy had
done his job well and efficiently. Everyone seemed content as they
made their way slowly out of the arena.

On the walk back home, my father lit up one of his Between the
Acts Little Cigars. He was still smiling as we climbed the three
flights of stairs to our apartment.

“Aren’t you glad your mother let you come?” he asked.

“It was great,” I said.

“Yeah, Canzoneri is a helluva boxer.”

“Oh, that was fun. I loved the sandwiches, the peanuts and the
Tootsie Roll.”

“Yeah. And ... ?”

“And T liked the way you booed the borough president and
cheered Jimmy Braddock.”

“Okay.”

“But the best part was when Uncle Charley began singing
‘Always,” and you and Uncle Ruby got up and started singing with

him.”

“That was funny, wasn’t it?” My father grinned at me, then turned
his attention to stomping out his cigar stub.

“Yeah,” I said. “And I loved it when the spotlight came on all of
you, and the whole arena cheered. It was almost like you were on a
stage in a theater.”

“I guess we’re quite an act,” my father said, slightly out of breath
as he fumbled with the keys to our apartment.

My mother was waiting for us when we walked in.

“So, how were the fights? Did anyone get killed?” she asked.

“No one got killed, and Canzoneri was great,” my father said.

“And you should have heard Uncle Charley sing,” I piped up.
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“What do you mean? Charley sang?”

“And Pop and Uncle Ruby, too. They put spotlights on them, like
they were in a theater,” I gushed

My mother looked puzzled.

“It’s a long story,” my father said, winking at me and turning to go
into his bedroom.

“Let’s go to sleep,” he said to my mother. “I gotta fill in for one of
the bread bakers at four in the morning.”



Comrade Taft

In 1937, a picket line was sacrosanct to almost all residents of the
Tremont section of the Bronx. To cross a picket line was to invite bit-
ter hatred from everyone. There were no gray areas. The people on
the picket line were right; the people being picketed were wrong.
The neighborhood residents lived by this rule, even those who oth-
erwise prided themselves on seeing two or more sides of every issue.

There was room in our community for the religious, the not-so-
religious—and even the atheists. You could be a Yankee fan or a
Giant fan. You could read the Dazly News or the Dazly Mirror in the
morning. It didn’t matter. But you had to be for lzbor; you had to
support, without reservation, any and all union actions.

Strikers were the underdog, the little guy, David against Goliath.
What my father feared most in life was a strike by the employees of
his bakery; a picket line in front of his store was unthinkable.
Accordingly, he worked hard to maintain the best relations he could
with the officials who represented the unions with which he dealt:
the Bakery and Confectionery Workers Local 1111, and the Retail
Salesclerks. My father refused to bake bagels or bialys on his prem-
ises, since bagel and bialy bakers were in a different union than the
one that represented the bread and cake bakers. Two unions, he fig-
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ured, were enough for any man. He purchased his bagels and bialys
from a wholesale bakery that specialized in those items.

One year, the Teamsters Union tried to organize a unit in my
father’s store that would consist entirely of John, a Russian alco-
holic, who did odd jobs around the bakery. Twice each day, John
would wheel a small pushcart containing an assortment of breads,
rolls and cakes from the bakery on 180th Street to a small “com-
mission bakery” on Tremont Avenue, three blocks away. It was
called a “commission bakery” because it received a twenty percent
discount on the products it bought from my father and then resold
them at the regular price. The owner supplemented his income by
selling newspapers, magazines, cigarettes, candy and milk. Hardly
an A&P operation.

My father was irate that someone would consider John’s stagger-
ing trek up the street the work of a teamster. How could a guy who
rolled a pushcart for six blocks be thought of in the same terms as a
truck driver?

How my father dealt with the Teamsters on this issue—in 1934—
became a family legend.

My father had suggested that the local union official, a heavyset
Pole named Stanley, join him for a drink at Mauriello’s Bar on
Arthur Avenue. There, my father had explained to Stanley that John
would be a real burden for the union. Half the time he was drunk;
he was often picked up by the police and brought to Fordham
Hospital to dry out. “He’d be more trouble than it’s worth,” my
father concluded, certain that his arguments were having some
impact on Stanley.

Then, as he reached for his wallet, my father spoke what he
thought would be the magic words: “Isn’t there some way that we
can avoid this situation?”

“As a matter of fact there is,” Stanley said, dropping his voice sev-
eral levels. “Nate, you have a son. Why don’t we put hizz in the
union? The dues wouldn’t cost you much, and he could even come
under the union’s medical plan.”
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“My son is only seven years old. How the hell could he be in your
union?”

“Who's to know or care?” Stanley asked sweetly.

“Well, somebody might get suspicious if he has to have his tonsils
out or gets chicken pox. When was the last time one of your truck
drivers filed a claim for that?”

“I see what you mean,” Stanley said with a sigh.

“Well, like as I was saying . . . ” my father continued, unfolding
his wallet. “Maybe this is the best way.” He pulled out a $50 bill and
started to hand it to Stanley.

“Oh, I think you can do better than that,” Stanley said. “I want to
buy my wife a new winter coat, the kind with a fur collar.”

“Well, get her a new spring coat,” my father said.

“Spring it is!” Stanley said with a wide grin and snatched the bill
from my father.

Strikes were not an infrequent New York occurrence during the
Depression. One day it was the hatters and milliners, next the car-
penters or the trolley conductors. Most strikes had no direct effect
on my father’s business, except that the strikers, without a full pay-
check, were not inclined to buy chocolate layer cakes.

When I was ten, my father again had reason to fear a strike or
pickets, but this time the threat was coming from the Communist
Party. By 1937, the Party probably had more active members in our
neighborhood than even the Democrats. My father, who had little
use for politicians of any stripe, was convinced that the Communists
were determined to make life difficult for anyone engaged in any
form of profit-making business.

Accordingly, he kept a low profile when it came to political or
social issues. But the Party members were anything but neutral.
Each May Day, hundreds of our neighbors—many of my father’s
customers among them—unfurled tablecloth-sized red flags with
the hammer and sickle symbols, and marched before the cheering
crowds that lined 180th Street.

There were even some members of our family who professed
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Socialist or Communist leanings, and were regular readers of the
Daily Worker.1 was shocked one year when Uncle Menashe’s son,
Alex, a student at CCNY at the time, described our beloved
Franklin D. Roosevelt as a “capitalist stooge.”

However, the most admired and outspoken of these left-leaning
relatives was Uncle Hagen, who, my father was quick to observe,
was not really a relative. Max Hagen was an old and dear friend of
my maternal grandparents. They had all met in Yorkville in 1896
while my grandmother was pregnant with my mother. He liked to
say he knew her before she was born. Hagen continued to be a part
of the family, traveling up to the Bronx twice every week for din-
ner—Fridays at my grandparents, Tuesdays with us.

Hagen was a fascinating man who had left Germany in the early
1880s with a few possessions, one of which was a well-worn copy of
a German translation of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward. He
and my father never let their political differences interfere with their
pleasure in being together, with good cigars and dark beers.

So it was a surprise when, one Wednesday morning, some days
before the Easter and Passover holidays, two high points for the
bakery business, my father received a telephone call from Hagen
who, of course, he had just seen the night before. Hagen rarely
phoned, so my father knew right away that something was wrong.
He recounted the call this way:

“Nathan, something’s come up. We have to get together,” Hagen
said.

“What’s the matter? You sound like someone died,” my father
observed.

“Nobody died—yet,” Hagen said. “Look, I don’t want to talk
about this on the phone.”

“So why don’t you come here? I'll be here all afternoon.”

“No, no. We can’t be seen together.”

“What do you mean ‘We can’t be seen together’?” My father later
admitted that he had raised his voice at that point. “You gone nuts
or something?”
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My father knew that Hagen was 7ot crazy, and agreed to meet him
in an hour, which was the length of time it would take my father to
get to the Kleine Konditorei in Yorkville. It was near my grandfa-
ther’s old bakery, where my father had learned his craft. The Kleine
Konditorei was one of those places where people could order a cof-
fee and pastry, and sit and talk for hours at a time.

My father found Hagen waiting for him with a freshly poured cup
of black coffee and the remains of a streusel crumb cake on a plate
before him. Hagen quickly folded his copy of the Staats-Zeitung und
Herald as my father joined him. “I’'m sorry for all the mystery but
you’ll understand when I tell you,” Hagen began.

“Jeezus, Hagen, this better be good.”

“That’s just it, it’s not good,” Hagen said, squirming. “I'll get right
to it. They’re gonna picket your store tomorrow afternoon!”

My father’s response, as he would later recall it, went something
like this: “What are you talking about? Who’s gonna picket my store?
We got a contract. It isn’t up until next year!” My father’s manner
was not tranquil. “For this you dragged me downtown? This is nuts!”

“Calm down, Nathan,” Hagen said, looking around, to make sure
he wasn’t being overheard. “The Communists in your neighborhood
are organizing a bread strike. They’ll be demanding that you cut the
price of a loaf of bread from ten to eight cents a pound.”

“They gotta be kidding,” my father responded. “I'm practically
losing money at ten cents. You know we barely make anything on the
bread. We sell it cheap so we can get ‘em in the store to buy cake.”

“I know that, and they know it, too. But who ever heard of a cake
strike?”

I can imagine Uncle Hagen smiling as he delivered that line.

“I mean, bread is basic—these guys are not stupid,” Hagen con-
tinued. “They know that everyone can sympathize with the idea of
lowering the price of bread.”

“Not if they have to pay for the flour and the salaries of the bak-
ers,” my father countered. Then he asked Uncle Hagen how he
knew about the planned strike.
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Uncle Hagen told him that shortly before he had telephoned, he
had heard that there had been a meeting at the Party’s storefront on
Mohegan Avenue. The local Party head, Taft, had pushed for a quick
action against shopkeepers before the holidays, which was when the
small merchants did their best business, and would be the most vul-
nerable if there was to be a strike. The two prime targets, he was
told, boiled down to my father and Buckholz, the butcher.

My father moaned. “So let ’em go after Buckholz. Why me?”

“Because Buckholz is one of them,” Hagen informed him. “He
gives a lot to the Party.”

My father wasn’t often surprised, but this bit of news took the
wind out of him. “Buckholz’s a Communist? Can’t be. He’s the
biggest thief on the block. He’d sooner screw one of his customers
than his wife. He’s got his thumb on the scale every time he fills an
order.”

“Well, he and his sons are all Communists. So you’re iz,” Hagen
replied. He leaned back in his chair and drew out a leather cigar case
from his pocket. He offered a cigar to my father, who waved it away.
“I got a call this morning from one of the guys who was at the meet-
ing. He feels terrible about it, but there is nothing he can do. He says
Taft’s trying to make a name for himself downtown, and this is as
good a way as any.”

After a few seconds or so, my father reached into his own jacket
for his tin of Between the Acts Little Cigars. Finally, he looked up at
Hagen. “Do I know this guy, Taft?”

“Yes,” Hagen said quickly. “He’s been coming to the store for
years. Very tough looking guy; used to be a truck driver. But he’s
very smart.”

“Good. If he’s smart, I can talk to him,” my father said.

“If you mean, paying him off,” Hagen countered, “it isn’t going to
happen. Taft is dedicated to the Party. He’s a very principled man.
He’d never...”

“I remember him now—short, stocky guy with a red face and long
white hair. Always tries to feel up the salesgirls. Thinks he’s hot shit.”
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“I'm telling you, Nathan, you try to bribe him, you’ll really drive
him wild. No telling what he’ll do.”

Much later, my father told me that, once he had been able to visu-
alize Taft, he believed he could handle him. It was at that point that
he lit up his cigar. Then he asked Uncle Hagen to arrange an
appointment for him to meet with Taft that evening.

Uncle Hagen walked to one of the phone booths near the rest-
rooms to make the call. When he returned, he announced: “Six
o’clock at Dominick’s. He likes their Yankee Bean soup.”

“Good,” my father responded. “Already he wants me to buy him
dinner.”

Before my father left the Kleine Konditorei, Uncle Hagen warned
him again: “Taft doesn’t care about money. He really cares about his
people.”

My father smiled. “I’ll get him to care for mze. After all, 'm peo-
ple, too.”

When I finished school that day, I walked over to the bakery and
sat down at one of the rear tables. I placed a bottle of milk and a
glass in front of me, with a cinnamon bun that had escaped the
morning rush, and proceeded to try to do my homework. I was glad
to have my father interrupt me. “Your mother has to take your sis-
ter to the doctor tonight, so you and I are going out for dinner,” he
said.

“Really? That sounds great,” I said, swallowing some milk. “Is
Edith sick or something?”

“Just a sore throat, but your mother thought it was best if the doc-
tor looked at her,” he said. “She’s fine, really.”

I was excited. Going out to dinner was a real treat. I hoped I
could order lamb chops, because they came with little paper boots
so you didn’t dirty your fingers when you wanted to chew on the
bones.

We left the bakery about 5:30 and took the 180th Street trolley to
Third Avenue. I was really impressed when I saw Dominick’s Oyster
& Chop House. It was a long, narrow place with a bar up front, two
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rows of tables on each side, and mirrors that stretched the whole
length of the restaurant. The bar area was crowded with men, chat-
ting and laughing with the two bartenders.

A man, who I assumed was the owner or manager, approached us
as we entered. He smiled.

“We'll be three for dinner,” my father said.

“I see,” said the man as he led us to a table midway into the
restaurant. “I gather your guest has not arrived yet.”

“No, I guess not,” my father said, glancing quickly at the mostly
empty tables. “He’s a short fellow, with long white hair.”

“Ah, you mean Taft?”

“Yes,” my father said. “Does he come here often?”

“You might say it’s his home away from home. Johnnie Walker
Black and prime ribs of beef. We're all fond of Taft—a generous
man.”

I was surprised that I was not having dinner alone with my father.
“Who'’s this guy, Taft?” I asked, showing some annoyance along with
my curiosity. “You never said there would be another person.”

“I knew you wouldn’t want to come if I told you, but I want you
to be here with me. It’s important. I don’t want you to say anything.
Just eat and listen. Maybe you’ll learn something.”

My father looked up at the wall clock. Six on the button.

A waiter appeared with menus.

“We’ll be three,” my father said.

“I know,” he said with a smile. “Friends of Taft. He may be a lit-
tle late, if I know Taft. Would you like to order a drink for yourself
and the young man?”

“Of course,” said my father, “Johnnie Walker Black.”

“Ah, Taft’s drink.” The waiter nodded.

“I guess so.”

The waiter turned toward me. “Coca-Cola? Ginger ale?”

“Celery tonic,” I said.

“I'm afraid it’s Coca-Cola or ginger ale,” the waiter said, continu-
ing to smile.
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“Just water, please,” I answered glumly.

It was obvious to me that the whole dinner was not going right.
They didn’t have celery tonic, and instead of it being just the two of
us, now there was going to be a white-haired guy named Taft. And
what kind of a name was that?

After our drinks arrived, and the smiling waiter left us, my father
started talking to me again. “Remember what I told you. You are just
to sit there and listen. Even if he talks to you, don’t answer. Make
believe you’re stupid. I know you’re smart but play dumb. This
turns out right, next Tuesday afternoon we’ll go to the Polo
Grounds. The Giants are playing the Dodgers.”

I was placated and somewhat curious now.

About a quarter after six, there was a flurry of excitement in the
bar area of the restaurant, and a moment later Taft appeared at our
table. He was as advertised: short and stocky with a shock of long
white hair that drifted over his forehead, and a strutting walk like
James Cagney in a gangster movie. He wore a dark gray pinstriped
suit that I thought fit too snugly. He extended his hand, which
sparkled with a diamond pinkie ring, and produced a smile. “As you
can guess,” he said, “I'm Taft, and you are . . . ”

“Nathan, or just call me Nate,” my father answered. “And this is
my son. I had to bring him along because my wife had to take our
daughter to the doctor. I hope you don’t mind.”

“It’s fine with me,” Taft said. “After all, I am here at your
request.”

“That’s true. But before we talk business, let’s have dinner.”

“Fine with me.” Taft seated himself across from my father. “I'll
join you in a drink, if I may?”

My father signaled for the waiter. “My friend here will have a
Johnnie Walker Black, no ice, chilled.”

“How’d you know that?” Taft asked.

“Oh, you’d be surprised what I know about you, Taft.” My father
grinned, giving me a broad wink. As far as I knew, all my father
knew about Taft was that he drank Johnnie Walker Black and that
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he liked prime ribs of beef.

The conversation at dinner didn’t reveal much more, at least to
me. I found out that Taft liked the horses—he went to Saratoga
Springs to watch the thoroughbreds race every August. At one
point, Taft called the waiter over and asked him to bring him a pack
of Camels. The waiter brought them; Taft handed him a folded dol-
lar bill and waved his hand when the waiter said he would bring him
change. I was surprised because I didn’t think cigarettes cost more
than fifteen cents a pack, even in a spiffy place like Dominick’s. I
wondered if Mr. Taft was a very rich man or just a very generous one.

For dessert, I ordered my favorite—chocolate pudding. My father
and Taft had apple pie a la mode, my second-favorite dessert.

As they were finishing their slices of pie, the waiter brought them
coffee. My father pulled out two large cigars and offered one to Taft,
who accepted it with barely a nod of thanks. I was trying to read my
father’s mind, but he was revealing nothing.

“Okay, Taft,” my father said softly. “What’s this I hear, there is
going to be a strike at Buckholz’s butcher shop—and just before the
holidays? I don’t think that’s right. Buckholz barely makes a living in
that place, and this coming week is one of the biggest of the year. If
you strike his place, how’s he gonna keep giving you money?”

Taft looked shocked. “What do you mean by that? Are you saying
that Buckholz gives me money?”

“Not you personally,” my father quickly explained. “I mean to the
Party.”

“Oh, I thought . . . ” Taft stumbled over his words. “But you got
everything mixed up. For your information, we are planning to put
up a picket line in front of your store, Nate.” Taft smiled slyly. “We
want you to cut your bread prices from ten cents to eight cents a
pound. People are starving, you know.”

“I know,” said my father. “That’s why I only charge a dime. I
should really be charging fifteen cents a pound, but it would drive
everybody away, and no one would buy any cakes or pies.”

“Well, there’s nothing I can do. We voted yesterday to have a
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picket line in front of your place tomorrow afternoon. I can’t go
against my executive committee.”

“I think you can,” my father said. He pulled out a small pad he
kept in his jacket. “It’s simple arithmetic. If I take in less money, then
in order to survive, I have to give my bakers less. And since I can’t
give them less under their union contract, I have to have less bak-
ers.” He looked sternly at Taft. “You follow me?”

Without waiting for a reply, my father continued in non-stop fash-
ion, writing everything onto his pad. “See, I sell about four hundred
and eighty loaves of bread every day. That’s thirty-three hundred,
give or take a few, each week. Now, if I take off two cents for each
loaf, as you want me to do, that would cost me $67 each week. That’s
almost two bread bakers I gotta cut. I don’t think Local 1111 would
be happy about that. Especially when I have to tell ’em that some
fancy-Dan Communist is forcing me to do this so he can be a big
shot with his goddamn executive committee.” My father said all of
this without raising his voice.

Taft started to say something but my father was too quick for him.
“You see, everything has consequences. For you to be a big shot, you
gotta trash me, and for me to stay ahead of the game, I have to fire
two bakers, and they go to the union, who comes after me until I tell
’em that you—Comrade Taft—are at the bottom of it all.”

My father tried to take a puff on his cigar, which, unfortunately,
had gone out during his tirade against Taft.

Taft folded his arms around his chest. I saw that there was a thin
layer of sweat on the part of his forehead not covered by his white
hair. “I...I...uh...Isee what you mean,” he mumbled. He did-
n’t seem as suave or as confident as he’d been earlier. “But I don’t
know . . . I really don’t think I can stop this . . . you know, there’s my
executive committee . . .”

“I notice you say 2y executive committee. Well, if they’re your
executive committee, they’ll do what yoz want ’em to do.”

“It’s not that simple,” Taft whined.

“I'll make it very simple for you,” my father said. He reached
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inside his jacket, pulled out his wallet and placed it on the table. “If
I ain’t mistaken, there’s a fifty-dollar bill in here somewhere. In fact,
two fifties.” He ran his fingers along the edges of dozens of cards
and pieces of paper until he found some bills. “Ah, here we are. Two
brand-new fifty-dollar bills that will make it easy for you to persuade
your exec-u-tive com-mit-tee to forget about picketing my store.”

My father had pulled apart the syllables of the words “executive
committee” with more sarcasm in his voice than I'd ever heard him
use before.

“I wouldn’t normally accept this from you, Nate, but I want to do
what’s right,” Taft replied.

“Of course,” my father said, maintaining a straight face.

Taft quickly pocketed the two fifty-dollar bills, and then he spoke
slowly: “T know you're friendly with Hagen, and, if I may ask, I would
like you to do one thing for me. Don’t tell him I took this. Okay?”

“Absolutely. But on one condition. Don’t ever try this on me
again.”

“Right.”

Taft slid out of his chair and turned and walked out of the restau-
rant.

My father relit his cigar, blew several perfect smoke rings and
called for the check.

Taft was true to his word: the next day, no pickets paraded in
front of my father’s bakery demanding a cut in the price of a loaf of
bread.

I was already in the bakery the next afternoon when Uncle Hagen
stopped in before going to dinner at my grandfather’s. He was in a
cheerful mood as he sat down at the table where I was licking the
icing off the top of a chocolate éclair and my father was smoking one
of his usual little cigars.

“I didn’t call again because I got the good news yesterday morn-
ing,” Uncle Hagen said. “My friend called me and said that Taft and
the executive committee had a change of heart, and they decided,
politically, that this was not a good time to have a bread strike.
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They’re planning a big recruitment thing before May Day.”

“Good,” my father said.

“You see?” Uncle Hagen continued. “All you had to do was
explain your situation to him and he would understand. He said he
enjoyed his dinner with you. What else did you all talk about?”

“Oh, a little of this, a little of that. I can’t remember,” my father
said with a smile. “The kid was there, maybe he can tell you what
went on.”

I looked up from my éclair, which was now clean of any chocolate
icing. “Yeah, I can tell you. Taft and Pop had Johnnie Walker Black.
Taft had Yankee Bean soup and prime ribs of beef. Pop had a half
dozen clams on the half shell and roast chicken. I had split pea soup
and lamb chops and chocolate pudding. Then Pop gave him two fifty-
dollar bills and told him to forget about picketing the store. He begged
Pop not to tell you about it. I guess he was kind of embarrassed.”

Hagen slumped in his chair. He kept shaking his head. “I always
thought he was different . . . a very principled man.”

“I guess you were wrong,” my father said. “Frankly, I didn’t know
what to expect when I asked you to arrange a meeting with Taft.
Maybe he was, as you thought, really concerned about people.” My
father put his arm gently on Hagen’s shoulder. “But, you know,
going after somebody like me is not exactly like going after J. P.
Morgan or General Motors. I figured him for a bully. And bullies are
never a problem.”

Hagen sighed and made a helpless gesture.

“Hey, forget it,” my father concluded. “Let’s celebrate. I got a
couple of cold Michelobs in the icebox.”

Aot

I don’t think Uncle Hagen forgot it, and I didn’t, either. I never saw
Taft come into the bakery again, but every once in a while I would see
him around the neighborbood. He was usually sounding off, making
himself into a big shot. But then he would catch a glimpse of me out
of the corner of his eye, and his expression would change just a bit. I
wonder if be really recognized me or if it was just my imagination.



Fire Sale

One evening in April, 1938, when I was eleven, a mysterious fire
broke out in the basement of the paint store next to our family’s bak-
ery. The fire spread rapidly, and within minutes there was a huge
explosion, which demolished the paint store and blew away a good
portion of one side of our bakery.

Luckily, it occurred after the night counterman, my Uncle Phil,
and Betty Russo, one of the salesclerks, had already closed up shop.
The night shift of bakers did not normally come to work until after
midnight. So, except for a family of cats who patrolled the cellar
area where the baking was done, the store was empty.

A customer who lived across the street from the bakery heard the
explosion and the fire engines, and telephoned my mother to tell her
what was happening. It was a Tuesday night, and my father, who
played pinochle at his club in Yorkville on Tuesdays, was already on
his way home. My mother scrawled a note to him, which she
attached to the icebox with some adhesive tape, grabbed hold of my
sister, Edith, and me, and ran as fast as she could to the bakery. I
wondered how my father would react when he read the harsh
words: THE STORE IS ON FIRE.

Before we even got to the bakery, we could hear the commotion:
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the roar of the water hoses, the shouts of the firemen and policemen
and the excited comments of the neighbors and customers who had
gathered across the street. There was little else we could do except
join the crowd and watch the frightening scene that was playing out
before us.

I turned away for a moment and saw that my mother was crying.
It was not like her to cry. The last time I could recall her doing so
was when my grandmother had died.

We were there for well over an hour before my father finally
showed up. By then the fire had been contained, the crowds had
gone home and the traffic was flowing again.

The next morning we learned that the fire and the subsequent
explosion had destroyed the concrete firewall that ran the length of
the bakery and separated it from the paint store. The firewall at least
had done its job of preventing the total destruction of the bakery.
The staircase leading down to the ovens and the wooden dumb-
waiter that brought the finished products up from the cellar were
beyond repair and would have to be replaced before the bakery
could open again. But fortunately, neither of my father’s precious
brick ovens in the cellar was damaged.

Each of us was affected in a variety of ways by the fire and the
temporary closing of the bakery.

My mother suddenly found herself, as she put it, “a lady of
leisure.” She went shopping with her cousin Janet from Brooklyn
but was unable to bring herself to buy anything, and then she went
to see a matinee performance of Our Town. She said that she cried
from the moment it started until the curtain fell. (My mother was
doing a great deal of crying that particular week.) She even went to
the Metropolitan Museum of Art one afternoon with her friend,
Eva, who was considered the intellectual in her crowd.

But a few days later, she confessed to me that she missed the bak-
ery. Maybe not the bakery, per se, but rather the attention she
received on a daily basis from the salesclerks and the bakers, and
from many of the customers, who addressed her as “Mrs. K.”
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Somehow, the salesclerks at A&S didn’t seem to notice her at all.

Deprived of my favorite table at the bakery, I tried a number of
substitute places in which to spend my after-school hours, but none
of them provided me with milk and devil’s food cake. The benches
along the south entrance to the Bronx Zoo proved to be the best of
the lot. At least there was a place to sit and a passing scene lively
enough to keep me from concentrating too deeply on my Wonders of
Science textbook.

My father was the one most affected by the fire. His immediate
concern was, of course, money. Fortunately, the insurance policy of
my father’s landlord would cover the physical damage to the bakery,
but even while the bakery was shut, my father would need cash to
continue to support his family, pay various suppliers and make cer-
tain that a few of his employees, who could not rely on their unions
for help during the time the bakery would be closed, would not go
hungry.

Freddie Martinez was one such employee whom my father want-
ed to take care of. Ostensibly a porter, Freddie was in reality my
father’s indispensable right-hand man. Whatever it took, my father
was determined to keep Freddie on salary.

While the bakery was a successful business, small retail shops like
my father’s operated from day to day. Even a week without income
could be devastating. There was no plump cushion of savings to fall
back on. Mr. Newman, the manager of the local Chase Bank on
Southern Boulevard, could be counted on to help, but my father
confessed to my mother that he knew that he would need a great
deal more than the good will he had established with his suppliers to
keep from going under. He figured Uncle Morris might come
through with a short-term loan.

Of course, that was just the money part. The bakery itself was the
center of my father’s life, and suddenly he was off on the sidelines
with nothing to do. He felt angry, too, because he was certain that
the fire had been set deliberately by the owner of the paint store, a
recent émigré from Poland named Minka. He had heard from
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Schulman our landlord, who was also Minka’s landlord, that the
poor fellow had been behind in his rent for two months, and that
some of his suppliers were already demanding “cash-on-delivery.”

Obviously, the man was having serious financial difficulties, and it
was not uncommon during the Depression for a failing business to sud-
denly go up in smoke so that the owner could collect insurance money.

“Maybe he thought a small fire might get him a few dollars,”
Schulman mused.

“Whoever heard of a small fire in a paint store?” my father
growled. “I hope they nail the bastard!”

Soon, my father’s anger changed to frustration. He was used to
working ten or twelve or even fourteen hours every day, except on
Tuesday afternoons when he went to the racetrack with his brother,
Ruby, and then to his pinochle game in the evening. Now, his regu-
lar routine of work and play was completely disrupted.

During that first week after the fire, my father spent most of his
time trying to clean up whatever had not been rendered useless.
There was a considerable amount of water damage, particularly in
the cellar area. Freddie Martinez and Uncle Menashe, who was actu-
ally my great-uncle, came to help, but there was little they could do
to advance the opening of the bakery, at least not until a new firewall
was in place and the dumbwaiter and the staircase had been rebuilt.

In the meantime, Schulman had hired his brother-in-law, who ran
one of the largest—and most politically well-connected—construc-
tion companies in the Bronx, to undertake the repair job. They esti-
mated it would take about six weeks to complete.

“Six weeks! Are they nuts?” my father screamed when Schulman
told him. “What do they think they’re building? Grand Central
Station?”

“Take it easy, Nate,” Schulman said. “Lou’s the best in the busi-
ness. He’s gonna do what has to be done, and your stuff comes first.
He figures he’ll have everything enclosed in a few days—four or five
tops. He'll put up a temporary staircase, a new dumbwaiter, and you
can be back in business in three weeks.”
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“Three weeks? I guess I can live with that,” my father grumbled.
“I just hope I don’t lose any of my guys. Friedhoffer’s been after my
cake baker for years.”

Like everyone else, Schulman knew that Friedhoffer was my
father’s big rival. Schulman tried to assure my dad that his chief
baker would not desert him. “You talking about Gustaf?” Schulman
asked. “Don’t worry about him. He loves working in your shop. Tell
him to take his vacation now.” Then he looked off to the side, as if
to see if anyone, besides me, was listening. “If you need some
money, I can let you have a couple a hundred now, and maybe a lit-
tle more after my insurance money kicks in.”

That last offer seemed to placate my father, but that night he told
my mother that he was beginning to wonder if, perhaps, Schulman
might have had a hand in the fire, too. It was a little too cozy. Maybe
Schulman was in cahoots with his brother-in-law in a scheme to
defraud the insurance company? After all, why—suddenly and with-
out being asked—was Schulman offering to lend my father money
so he could hold on to Gustaf, his cake baker?

My father had never liked Schulman. Not because he was his
landlord—he understood that someone had to be the landlord—but
he felt that Schulman was a bit of a shark, both in business and in
personal matters. A few years before, there had been a dispute
between them regarding a point in the bakery’s lease, and my father
had had to threaten to go to court in order get Schulman to agree to
what was clearly my father’s right. But that was business, and my
father could understand that.

What he could not accept was Schulman’s obvious and insatiable
womanizing. The landlord was a remarkably handsome man and he
knew it. As a result, there was not a female salesclerk in the bakery
who was safe from his eyes or hands.

“If he has to squeeze something,” my father once said, “let him
squeeze his tomatoes.” This was a reference to the fact that, in addi-
tion to renting out the group of stores, of which my father’s bakery
was one, Schulman ran a huge fruit and vegetable market that was
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located on the other side of the now-destroyed paint store.

There were additional reasons that my father suspected that his
landlord might have had something to do with the fire. One evening
at dinner, my mother mentioned that she had seen Schulman’s wife
near the fur department at Lord & Taylor’s. “She was buying a new
coat. How many fur coats does that woman need?“ my mother
asked.

“Who knows?” my father said. “Every time he gets a new girl-
friend, he has to buy his wife a new coat.”

“Well, this time she said he had just made a big business deal, and
they could afford a new coat.”

“Big business deal? Is that what he calls it?” My father raged.
“You know something, our Mr. Schulman could be a crook. How
come all the damage from the fire was on my side of the paint store,
and he gets off scot-free?”

It was true. Strangely enough, there had been minimal damage
done to Schulman’s produce market. He didn’t miss a day’s busi-
ness. All the serious damage had been to the paint store and to the
part of my father’s bakery that abutted it.

Of course, there was little my father could do or say about his sus-
picions beyond voicing his opinion at home. When he saw Schulman
a few days later, he simply complained about how helpless he felt as
he watched the slow progress of the contractors.

“Listen to me, Nate,” Schulman declared. “My brother-in-law
knows what he’s doing. Why don’t you take a rest for a week?”

“Rest?” my father yelled. “How can I rest?”

“So don’t rest. Go to the track. Go to a baseball game. Go to a
movie. Just leave these guys alone,” Mr. Schulman insisted.

The next day my father slept late. He didn’t get up until 6:30 in
the morning. It was the first time I ever remember having breakfast
with him. It was not a pleasant experience. He complained that the
coffee was too weak and that the rolls were tasteless. My mother
said that was the way she liked her coffee; as for the Kaiser rolls, she
explained, “They came from The Butter Cup. Where else am I
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going to get them?”

The Butter Cup was a bakery on Tremont Avenue, a few blocks
from my father’s store. It was never really serious competition for my
father. “Be grateful that they aren’t as good as the ones you make,”
she said. “In a few weeks, when you open up again, your old cus-
tomers will really appreciate your rolls.”

“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” he said, smiling for just a brief
moment.

“You have to look at the bright side,” my mother concluded.

That Tuesday afternoon, my father went with his brother to
Belmont Racetrack. He was determined to forget the bakery and
concentrate on charting the horses. He needed to enjoy himself.

As usual, he was a cautious, conservative bettor, putting what he
called “science” over intuition. He placed his money on the favorites
while Uncle Ruby bet long shots. For six races my father had invest-
ed $36—a bit of a comedown from his usual amounts. He actually
won three of the races but he still was out $12. He sadly reported
this information to us at dinner that night.

Uncle Ruby, it seemed, had bet $10 on each race and while he
won only one time, his winning bet had been on a 30-to-one shot, so
he ended up ahead by $240. This, of course, had further enraged my
father who, in desperation, had gone against everything he believed
and wagered on a couple of long shots in the final two races—nei-
ther of which came close to winning.

“It’s all because of you that I lost those last two races,” he had
ranted at his brother. As long as my father wasn’t working, nothing
else seemed to work, either.

After dinner, instead of going on to his pinochle club in Yorkville,
my father decided to take Schulman’s advice, and we all went to the
movies. The Loew’s Elsmere was showing Boys Town with Spencer
Tracy and Mickey Rooney. Tracy, along with James Cagney, George
Raft and Paul Muni, was among the few movie stars that my father
admired. However, Tracy’s presence failed to compensate for the
rest of the film, which my father found “unbelievable, boring—and
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nothing with nothing.”

It was not a good week.

Two days later, it looked as if my father’s luck had changed when
Ruby telephoned to ask if he could help him out. Two of my uncle’s
bread bakers had called in sick and he was desperate for some help.

“One guy out, I can handle,” Ruby exclaimed. “But two guys at
the same time is a problem, particularly with Easter Sunday only a
couple a days away.”

“You don’t have to rub it in,” my father said bitterly. “Bad enough
I'm going nuts doing nothing, but I'm missing a big holiday, too.”

“Yeah, well I'm sorry I brought up Easter, but whatta ya say? Can
you come to Brooklyn and give me a couple days? You don’t even
have to go home; you can stay with Beattie and me.”

“Of course I'll come,” my father replied. “But don’t trouble
Beattie. I don’t mind the subway.”

The next day, my father was at his brother’s bakery in Brooklyn at
six in the morning. There was a mound of dough sitting on one of the
workbenches waiting to be made into Kaiser rolls. My father grabbed
an apron and wrapped it around his waist; for the next four hours, he
happily mixed up batches of dough, shaped rolls and chatted about
the horses with two of Ruby’s bakers. They knew that he was their
boss’s brother, and they treated him with appropriate respect.

All went well until my father told one of Ruby’s bakers that he did
not like the way he used the roll press, a device that divided a mound
of dough into twelve equal parts, each one big enough to shape into
a roll. “You’re coming down too hard on that press,” my father
declared. “You’re not breaking rocks, you know.”

The Brooklyn baker looked at his partner but he didn’t respond.
Instead he came down on the press harder than before.

“What are you, some kind of wise guy?” my father shouted. “You
can take your apron off and just get the hell outta here.”

Unfortunately, both of Ruby’s bakers decided it was time to leave.
Ruby caught them on the way out and convinced them to come back
to work. My father finished up his day’s work at Ruby’s shop, but it
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was agreed between the two brothers that perhaps it would be best
if my father didn’t come to help the next day.

This is how it went for my father for the rest of the week: morn-
ings he visited the bakery and with Freddie’s help did what little
cleaning up he could do; in the afternoons he paid a solitary visit to
Belmont—without his brother who was, of course, busy working at
his own shop.

My father’s evenings were divided between taking my mother to
the movies, which made him more irritable than ever, and his
pinochle club, where he bumped into Mr. Friedhoffer who, as
expected, asked him how Gustaf was doing. My father was delight-
ed to tell him that Gustaf had gone on an early vacation with his
family to Atlantic City and couldn’t wait to get back to work in my
father’s bakery.

As for the movies, the parts that interested my father the most
were the newsreels, featuring scenes of labor unrest in the West
Virginia coal mines and a frightening display of Hitler’s armies,
which had parked themselves along the Czech border. At least, he
said, there was something real about those pictures.

That Saturday, I visited the bakery with my father. It had been
twelve days since the fire. There seemed to be genuine progress with
the new firewall. The temporary staircase was already set up and a
new dumbwaiter had been installed. That morning three workmen
came by to adjust the ropes and pulleys that would enable it to go
up and down. It seemed to me that it was only a matter of days
before my father would return full-time to his bakery; then perhaps
the rest of us could relax.

The following Monday, I decided I'd had enough of the benches
outside the zoo, and I returned to doing my homework at the rear
table in the bakery. There was something almost eerie about the
empty store. It was not unpleasant, but I missed the hustle and bus-
tle that I was accustomed to.

I was busy reading about Peter Stuyvesant’s purchase of
Manhattan Island from the Indians when I saw my father coming up
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from the cellar on the new, temporary staircase, accompanied by
three men. Two of them were dressed in neat, dark blue uniforms,
which gave them a rather imposing demeanor; the other, by contrast,
walked hunched over in an ill-fitted, rumpled, gray business suit.

They took one of the tables farthest from where I was sitting. I
couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could see that they were
passing various sheets of paper to my father and he was reading
them carefully before signing them.

Freddie Martinez sidled up to where I was sitting. “Fire marshals,”
he murmured. ‘They think Minka deliberately set the fire. They came

a couple hours ago, and your Pop’s been takin’ ’em around.”
All T could say was, “Wow!”

“Keep your voice down,” Freddie whispered. “The little guy is
from the insurance company.”

“Why do they think it was arson?” I asked.

“Who said anything about arson?” Freddie growled.

“Well, you said these guys think Minka started the fire. That’s
arson.”

“All right, so it’s arson,” Freddie said. “There’s also a bit of fraud,
too. It seems that the bill Schulman sent to the insurance company
for the work that his brother-in-law is doing is way outta line. That’s
what tipped them off that something was not right.”

It was all quite fascinating to me, and Freddie seemed pleased to
have someone to talk to about it.

“So why are they questioning my father?” I asked nervously.

“They’re trying to get a line on Schulman—you know, how he
runs his business. They told your Pop right off that they figure he
had nothin’ to do with it because he ain’t making a dime outta the
fire. In fact, he’s taking a beating, as far as money is concerned.”

“Money is only half of it. He’s driving himself crazy,” I said.

“And he’s takin’ it out on me,” Freddie groaned. “The man’s gotta
work. He’s gotta be yelling at somebody. He ain’t happy unless
something’s going wrong, and he’s there to fix it.”

By the end of the week we found out that Schulman already had
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leased the space where the paint store had been to a brand-new
dairy, and that the rent would be almost ten percent more than he
had been charging Minka. As far as my father was concerned, there
was no justice.

But Schulman had done one thing right. His brother-in-law might
have been fast and loose with his billing practices, but he knew his
business and managed to get the reconstruction of the bakery done
in record time. It appeared that it would be only a matter of days
before we’d be open for business; there was a chance that my father
would not lose another weekend.

The next day, my father took me to a sign store on Third Avenue,
where we picked up two large cardboard signs that he had
ordered—one announced the reopening of the bakery, and the other
a special sale on Kaiser rolls: BUY A DOZEN—GET A HALF-
DOZEN FREE! It was my father’s way of reminding his customers,
who had been forced to buy their rolls at The Butter Cup, just how
good his rolls were, both in taste and price.

Freddie and I were enlisted to tape the signs to the window while
my father stood outside on the sidewalk, supervising the work. The
signs were difficult to handle, and my father insisted that they be
lined up perfectly straight with one another but not block the dis-
play of cakes that would eventually fill the window.

“Move it up on the right side,” he ordered. “The right side, not
the left. Do I have to do it myself?”

We tried to do what he asked, but he never seemed to understand
that his right was our left, and vice versa. What we could see,
though, was his face, which had become a bright shade of pink; the
veins in his neck looked as if they were about to burst.

“He’s happy,” Freddie whispered to me. “He’s so happy to be
yelling again. Once the bakers come in tomorrow, he’ll have a whole
army to scream at. He’ll be in heaven.”

The following day, a Friday, exactly twenty days after the fire, the
bakery reopened. It was as if it had never been closed. The cus-
tomers were back in droves.
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Freddie told me that by nine o’clock that morning my father had
already brought one of the salesclerks to tears for using a No. 6 bag
for a small rye bread when a No. 4 would have been large enough.

He had yelled at one of the bread bakers, even threatened to
punch him, because a half-empty 80-pound bag of flour had not
been properly tied up before being placed back on the storage
shelf.

By noon, he had argued vociferously with his favorite bakery sup-
ply salesman because his price on egg yolks was nine cents more per
quart than before the fire.

And he had sneered contemptuously at a customer who’d had the
nerve to change her mind about how many prune Danish she want-
ed to buy.

My mother had carefully avoided him as he hustled from the cel-
lar to the store. “Stay out of his way,” she’d warned her sisters,
Bertha and Sylvia, who were working with her behind the sales
counters. “He’s really on a tear. It’s like he’s had three weeks of
screaming all bottled up, and now he’s letting it out on everyone.”

My father, by all accounts, was impossible for most of that first
day. In a matter of three weeks, he had gone from being a tough,
often lovable, taskmaster to being an angry, frustrated and bored
misanthrope. He had spent this first morning and afternoon at his
reopened bakery letting off steam.

Around four o’clock in the afternoon, just before the evening
rush, I watched him as he stood quietly in front of the bread and
rolls display counter and lit one of his favorite small cigars. He did
so slowly, with great relish and ceremony. Then he turned and smiled
at me.

“Listen,” he said, “go find Freddie. I need you two to take down
that crazy sign about giving away six free rolls for each dozen.” He
paused for a moment and actually chuckled. “Really,” he said,
“they’re lucky to have us back. There’s no reason for us to give away
the store.”

Ao@am
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Minka was never charged with arson.

Schulman’s bill to the insurance company for the work done by his
brother-in-law was cut in balf.

And Mrs. Schulman bad to return ber fur coat to Lord & Taylor’s.
She told my mother she didn'’t like the color.



Last Rites?

Both my father and grandfather had little use for organized reli-
gion, believing that a person’s relationship with God was a deeply
personal matter. Still, they went out of their way to see to it that the
bakery maintained excellent relations with the churches and the syn-
agogues in the area. It was simply a matter of good business.

This meant that my grandfather served on the board of the syna-
gogue that was closest to the bakery, Congregation Ahavas Sholom
Anshei Sfard on East 178th Street, and that my father would deliv-
er, personally, boxes of cookies to the minister of Beck’s Memorial
Presbyterian Church, which was located at 980 East 180th Street,
down the block and across the street from the bakery.

My grandfather found his close association with the synagogue a
chore, and eventually my father was given the double whammy of
dealing with the rough-and-tumble Orthodox synagogue along with
the somewhat staid Presbyterian church.

Frankly, he much preferred Beck’s—and with good reason. Rabbi
Jonah Horowitz at Ahavas Sholom would never let up on the family’s
failure to attend services except for perfunctory appearances during

Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. On the other hand, Rev. Leslie

Turner, of Beck’s Memorial Presbyterian, never suggested that my
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father change either his ways or his religion. He always accepted his
weekly box of cookies and the cache of hot cross buns on Good
Friday with enormous gratitude. He lavished almost sermon-like
praise on the superior quality of their taste.

In addition, my father appreciated the fact that this business of
giving was not a one-way street. My mother could always expect a
bottle of Harvey’s Bristol Cream Sherry at Christmastime from Rev.
Turner, and my father would receive a bottle of J&B Scotch.

Rev. Turner could be counted on to visit the bakery at least once
a day: in the morning for a cup of coffee and a sweet roll, and some-
times in the afternoon for a Danish or a slice of pound cake.
Somehow, in spite of these daily treats, he maintained the lean look
of an athlete. It was during his afternoon visits that I would see him.
He called me “young man,” from the time I was eight or nine. Even
after I was married and the father of two daughters my title stayed
the same. Except for his formal greeting, he was easier to talk to and
more accessible to me than most of my father’s friends.

What particularly endeared the reverend to my father, besides the
fact that they never discussed religion, was that Rev. Turner loved
sports and card playing. The good minister followed baseball assid-
uously; he was a wizard at hearts and poker; he knew the name of
the current bantamweight champion (something only boxing fanat-
ics were aware of); and he was passionate about horse racing
although he personally never bet.

One afternoon, when I arrived at the bakery after school, I found
these two good friends in what appeared to be deep conversation.
Coffee cups and a plate with the remains of a prune Danish were on
top of the centerfold of The Morning Telegraph, the racing fan’s
“bible.” I figured that Rev. Turner and my father were discussing the
possible winner of the sixth race at Pimlico or some such weighty
problem, so I simply seated myself at the other end of the table and
prepared to enjoy my afternoon snack, a chocolate brownie and
some milk. I really wasn’t that interested in the fact that the favorite
was possibly carrying too much weight or that it had been assigned
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the post-position farthest from the rail. But I was surprised to real-
ize that my father wasn’t really engaged in the conversation, either.

“You’re not concentrating, Nate,” Rev. Turner said. “Didn’t you
hear me say that I think it’s wrong for a big stable like Greentree to
put an apprentice in an important stakes race?” He paused for a
moment, and then tried again. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah . .. well . .. not really. I hardly slept last night.”

“Business that bad?”

“No, that’s not it.” My father spoke softly, clearly aware that my
eyes had wandered off my civics textbook and that I was tuned in to
his conversation with Rev. Turner. “The real problem is that we’re
trying to bring over one of Lilly’s cousins to America. I don’t have to
tell you how bad things are in Germany for the Jews.”

“I’'m well aware of the situation,” Rev. Turner said. “My church is
involved in trying to bring over some of the artists and intellectuals,
Christians as well as Jews.”

“Well, this is just a kid. Not some famous professor. He’s all of 19,
you know.” My father sighed. “He was studying to be a chemist. But
at this point, there isn’t much he can do. Now I have to swear I have
a job for this kid and that he won’t be a burden to the U.S.
Government. Maybe I can train him to be a baker. You know they
have a lotta formulas to worry about.”

“It’s a bit of a stretch,” Rev. Turner said, laughing. “But maybe I
can help.” He paused for a moment, then folded up The Morning
Telegraph, which was a signal that he was changing from his infor-
mal mode to one more in keeping with my father’s immediate prob-
lem. “Our parish lawyer is an expert in this area.”

“Just what I need,” my father moaned. “Another lawyer!”

“Let me see what I can do,” Rev. Turner said. “Marty O’Brien
teaches a course in immigration law at Fordham Law School. If any-
body knows how to help Lilly’s nephew get out of Germany, Marty’s
our guy.”

“But I bet he’ll cost a fortune,” my father said.

“He’ll do it for me, Nate. He’s our staff attorney.”
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“That’s wonderful news, Les. Just to know that we may be able to
do something to save this kid . . . well, Lilly will be very happy.”

“I'm glad. T'll call Marty tonight, set everything up, and you can
buzz him in the morning.”

“Just one thing, Les,” my father asked. “You say his name is
O’Brien. Isn’t that an Irish name?”

“Marty’s as Irish as a shillelagh with a brogue to go with it.” The
reverend laughed. “Look, you want a smart lawyer in this town, you
get a good Irish Catholic.”

“Les, you're amazing,” my father said. “Here you are—a big
wheel in your church, yet you know the batting averages of the 1927
Yankees starting lineup and you're the best hearts player I ever came
across. Isn’t there anything you can’t do?”

Rev. Turner laughed. “Stop eating your prune Danish, for one
thing.”

Just as he said that, there was a loud scream from the cellar. Freddie
bounded up the wooden stairs, shouting, “Get an ambulance!”

Everyone—my mother and my aunts behind the sales counters,
my father and Rev. Turner—ran toward Freddie. “Emil, the new
guy, just collapsed at the worktable. He was makin’ rolls—and then
he just keeled over,” Freddie explained breathlessly. “He’s out
cold.”

“Oh, my God!” my mother screamed.

I thought it was odd that Freddie would refer to Emil as the “new
guy.” Emil had been working in the bakery for nearly two years but
I guess, compared to the others, he could be considered new.

“Bertie!” my father yelled to my Aunt Bertha. “Call Fordham
Hospital—get an ambulance!”

The only phone in the bakery was coin-operated. While my Aunt
Bertha fumbled for some nickels in the cash register drawer, my
father, Rev. Turner, Freddie and I all tried to squeeze down the nar-
row staircase leading to the cellar. My mother made an effort to stop
me, but I quickly put myself between Freddie and Rev. Turner. I was
almost 12 and had never seen a dead person before. I figured this
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was a chance not to be missed.

My father and Rev. Turner made it all the way down to the cel-
lar. Freddie stood with me midway down the stairs. It was a grim,
quiet scene.

The cellar was usually a frantic, noisy place. Mixers whirred con-
stantly. Oven doors clanged sharply as they were opened and closed,
as if punctuating the conversation and loud laughter from the bak-
ers after one of them told a dirty joke.

But the only sound at that moment was the steady breathing of the
stunned bakers crowded around poor Emil, who lay unmoving on the
worktable. Only Uncle Menashe had stayed at his post at the oven to
make certain that the last batch of Kaiser rolls did not turn into burnt
rocks. I knew that it must have been hard for him to keep working
because he was fond of Emil, whom he had trained personally.

“Is he alive?” my father asked.

“Yeah, but he don’t look too good,” Franz, one of the old-timers,
said.

Suddenly, Emil started to mumble.

“He’s Catholic, you know,” said Otto, another baker. “He’s gonna
want the last rites.”

“What's the last rights?” I whispered to Freddie.

“It’s what they say when you’re dying, so you can get to Heaven.”

“An ambulance is on the way,” my Aunt Bertha called from the
top of the stairs.

“Are they sending a priest?” my father asked. “We need a priest.”

“You shoulda told me, Nathan,” my aunt grumbled. “I’'m not a
mind reader, you know.”

Rev. Turner, who had been standing some distance from the table,
moved forward. “I think I can help,” he said confidently.

All of the bakers made room for the reverend. Otto, Franz and
Wialter, the baker’s helper, quickly ceded their space to the man
dressed in black.

“Oh, I didn’t see you, Father,” Otto said softly. Reverends, pas-
tors, Fathers—they were all the same to Otto.
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Rev. Turner leaned over the worktable and whispered into Emil’s
ear. Whatever he said caused Emil to lift his arm, motioning that he
wanted to speak. This time, the reverend put his ear close to Emil’s
mouth, and Emil struggled to make himself understood. I doubt that
anyone except Rev. Turner could hear him. The only words that trav-
eled to my step on the stairs were “redemption from Jesus,” which
the reverend spoke softly and with great solemnity.

After a few minutes, the minister stood up straight and moved to
the foot of the table. There he bowed deeply, as if he was a per-
former thanking an audience for their applause. But there was no
applause, only the breathing of the bakers. Emil lay completely still.

Then, as if on a signal, everyone bowed their heads. At that
moment, the Fordham Hospital ambulance crew arrived and we all
scurried to get out of their way.

A few minutes later, we watched anxiously as Emil was brought
up the stairs on a stretcher to the street level. I could see that his face
had turned a sickly-looking gray color, his eyes were closed, and his
mouth hung open, which emphasized the hollows of his cheeks. I
wondered if this was what death looked like.

A few customers chatted softly with my mother and my aunts and
the other salesclerks, but all activity upstairs had ceased.

As the crew was placing Emil into the ambulance, Rev. Turner
spoke to the driver. “I'll go with him, if you don’t mind,” he said,
climbing into the rear of the vehicle.

It was several minutes before the bakery returned to some sem-
blance of normalcy. My Aunt Bertha, who had become the desig-
nated telephone operator, called Emil’s wife and told her what had
happened, assuring her that if Emil didn’t make it, he would never-
theless be going to Heaven, since he had been given his last rites.

Freddie whispered to me that he didn’t think it would really work,
that only a Catholic priest could get someone into Heaven. I began
to feel very sorry for Emil. Not only was he still considered, after
nearly two years in my father’s bakery, as a “new guy,” but through
no fault of his own he was likely to wind up in Hell.
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Two hours later, just as we were getting ready to go home, a taxi
rolled up in front of the bakery and Rev. Turner stepped out. He
seemed fairly cheerful for someone who had just sent a man off to
his death without much hope of going to Heaven.

“He’s going to be all right,” he said excitedly. “It was a heart
attack . . . fortunately no damage . . . and with proper rest and care,
they say he’ll be okay, although I don’t think he’ll be making chal-
lahs for a while. His wife, Margaret, got there just as he was coming
around. It was a lovely moment seeing them greet one another.”

“Let me ask you something, Les,” my father said. “How did you
know what to do with those Catholic prayers? They sounded pretty
official to me. All that Latin stuff.”

Latin? I guess my father had heard more than I had.

“Well, my religious education was fairly broad,” the minister
explained. “I can do a pretty good Passover seder if push comes to
shove, and even a Hebrew prayer for the dead.” He winked at me.
And he started to recite, in Hebrew, the mourner’s Kaddish:
“Yisgadal, v'yiskadash sh’me rabbo . . .”

“But don’t get me started on that,” he said. “Right now, I have to
call our Irish-Catholic friend, Marty O’Brien, and see if we can help
keep your German-Jewish nephew alive.”

oo

Marty O’Brien did help with the paperwork that enabled 19-year-
old Josef Steinhardt to travel from Berlin to the Bronx. He worked in
my father’s bakery for a little over a year, hating every moment of it.
For some reason that 1 was never privy to, he went to live in
Minnesota. He served in the U.S. Army during the war, earned a
degree in mechanical engineering and, with a brother-in-law, started a
successful tool and die business in St. Paul.

The only memento we have of his time in the Bronx is a copy of
Sinclair Lewis’s It Can’t Happen Here, which be gave to my sister
when she graduated high school in 1939.



Amelia’s Baby

After the death of my grandmother in 1933, my grandfather,
Herschel, and my two bachelor uncles, Willie and Maxie, continued
to live in the apartment on Bronx Park South where they had lived
with my grandmother.

The apartment was quite unusual for its time and place. It consist-
ed of six, large high-ceilinged rooms—easily 14 or 15 feet in height.
The absence of any rugs on the gleaming, polished oak parquet floors
made the spaces appear even larger than they really were. Best of all,
from my point of view, there was a huge foyer that ran the length of
the entire apartment, in which my cousin Jerry and I would play
“catch” without fear of doing any damage to the walls or furniture.

I loved going there. When I was very young, it was also a great place
for hide-and-seek, and there were always wonderful things to eat.

The main reason for the latter was Amelia Billingsley, who had
been hired by my grandmother as a cook and housekeeper several
years before the family moved from Yorkville to the Bronx.

When Amelia came to work for the family, she was barely out of
her teens and had just recently arrived from Barbados. She was
described to me by my mother as having been an extremely shy,
withdrawn young woman. That changed as she became involved
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with the lives of a family of energetic, opinionated men (my grand-
father and my father) and confident and willful women (my grand-
mother, my mother, and her sisters).

When I first became aware of Amelia, she was a brisk, outgoing
woman—quite beautiful—with clear, dark-brown skin, which shone
like marble. There was also a bit of the flamboyant about her; she
dressed in brightly colored clothes that seemed to say, “Come, have
a look!”

From the outset, it was Amelia’s job to take care of all of the
domestic chores in the apartment while everyone else went off to
work in the family bakery a few blocks away. She was a marvelously
accomplished individual. Every day, my grandmother would have
some perfunctory discussion with her as to what Amelia was to cook
for that evening’s dinner, and that was it. Everything else was
Amelia’s responsibility. From what I gathered, no one ever com-
plained about the quality of her cooking.

My grandmother had spent just enough time with Amelia, in those
early years, to teach her the fundamentals of the German cuisine she
had brought with her from Berlin. Amelia must have added her own
West Indian touch to the meals served on Bronx Park South, because
I am sure the ginger and coconut chicken she prepared for us did not
come from the Hackescher Markt district of Berlin.

I have been told that my grandmother was an excellent cook but
preferred the environment of the retail bakery business to cooking
and apartment cleaning. She loved everything about the bakery, par-
ticularly the friendships she developed with many of the customers.
She reveled in the adulation and respect she received from the sales-
clerks whom she’d trained meticulously. She thrived on the attention
and devotion of the old-world bakers who catered to her as if she
was royalty. And, finally, she enjoyed the humor and conversation of
the wisecracking men whose real purpose was to sell flour and yeast
and egg yolks to my grandfather and my father. Who wanted to stay
home and cook and clean when they could have all of that? My
mother followed a similar path when it came to choosing between
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housework and business.

After my grandmother died at age 60 from the ravages of dia-
betes, no one seemed to give much thought to whether Amelia
would remain in her job. There was still my grandfather and my
uncles, Maxie and Willie, to take care of, and who better to do this
than Amelia? Maxie was quiet and undemanding, and Willie was
out of the apartment most of the time. He was a fabled, one-armed
athlete, an especially skilled basketball player, whose lackadaisical
work habits drove my grandfather, and later my father, wild. Uncle
Willie enjoyed a lively social life, which was limited entirely to men,
most of whom were involved in sports. He showed no interest in
women unless they could sink 25-foot set shots or were adept at a
“zone defense.”

So my grandfather went on with his life, which consisted mainly
of working in the bakery ten or twelve hours a day. Occasionally, he
would take an afternoon off, and go with Uncle Maxie to the Polo
Grounds to see the Giants play even though he never really under-
stood baseball. Evenings were spent in the back room of the bak-
ery, where he played poker and pinochle with my father and their
mutual friends, most of whom had their own bakeries in other parts
of the city.

As she had done before my grandmother’s death, Amelia
came to the apartment every morning around ten and stayed until
after dinner, usually about eight in the evening. She continued to
take one day off during the week and Sunday mornings, when she
went to church. She lived with a sister in the Mott Haven section of
the Bronx, and traveled by trolley car to work. No one in our fami-
ly seemed in the least interested in Amelia’s life away from Bronx
Park South. But that would change soon enough.

My mother had assumed my grandmother’s role with regard to
the overseeing of Amelia’s work as housekeeper and cook. (It was
felt that this was necessary because neither my grandfather nor
either of his sons was interested in such domestic doings.) Once or
twice a week, my mother would stop by the apartment on Bronx
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Park South with a shopping bag loaded with baked goods, have a
cup of coffee with Amelia and inquire about the domestic comforts
of her father and brothers. Occasionally, I accompanied my mother
on one of these “check-ups,” as she called them. I was more than
happy to go with her as it gave me an opportunity to get away from
my homework for a little while, and I could always rely on Amelia to
supply me with some delicacy as a reward for “helping” my mother.

“You think Amelia’s got a chocolate pudding for me?” I asked as
we walked the three blocks from the bakery to my grandfather’s
apartment building.

“Whatever she gives you, it’ll be good,” my mother said with a
smile as we entered the lobby of the building and made our way into
the elevator.

When we arrived at my grandfather’s floor, the pungent odor of
potted brisket of beef filled the entire hallway. “There’s no doubt
about it,” my mother whispered, “that schwarze cooks like she was
born on 8274 Street and First Avenue.”

“Is that good?” I asked.

“Very good,” my mother answered.

“Why do you always call her a schwarze?” 1 challenged my moth-
er. “Isn’t that insulting?”

“Not at all,” my mother said. “Schwarze is just ‘black’ in
German.”

“But Amelia is brown,” I countered.

My mother gave me a sharp look. She probably had more to say
but by then we had come to the door of my grandfather’s apartment.

From the moment she greeted us, I could tell that Amelia was not
her usual, buoyant, loving self. There had never been a visit that I
did not receive an all-enveloping hug and a wet kiss on my forehead.
But this time, she handed me a small bowl of chocolate pudding and
motioned me toward the swinging door that led to the dining room.
“You go into the other room, young man, and eat some chocolate
pudding,” she said sternly. “Your mother and I have some things to
talk about that are none of your business.”
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My mother seemed as surprised as I was by my quick dismissal,
but before she had a chance to say anything, Amelia had managed to
push me gently into the dining room, and the swinging door was
already shut.

I was a little put off by this, and I was not about to be bribed by
some of Amelia’s chocolate pudding. I planted myself as close to the
door as possible, so as not to miss whatever Amelia had to talk to my
mother about.

“Are you all right?” my mother asked.

“Oh, I'm fine, Lilly. It’s just that I got myself into a real mess.”

“A mess? You mean money? Look, that can happen to anyone,
especially these days,” my mother said. “Don’t you—"

Amelia cut my mother off. “It ain’t about money. Fact is, I'm
pregnant. Gonna have a baby right after the New Year.”

I could only imagine my mother’s expression but I could actually
hear her quick intake of breath.

“My God. How’d you do that?” my mother exclaimed.

Amelia laughed. “The usual way, Lilly. You know, with a man.”

“This is not funny, Amelia. Is this man going to marry you? Is he
prepared to support this baby?”

“I have no intention of marrying him,” Amelia responded firmly.
“And what’s more, I can take care of this baby by myself. That’s if
it's okay with the family?”

“What do you mean, if it’s okay with the family?” my mother
asked. “You just tell me who the father is, and I’ll make sure he takes
care of you and the baby.”

I didn’t know what my mother had in mind by this. Maybe she
would get some of Uncle Willie’s basketball players to go after this
guy? Or maybe my Uncle Phil could beat him up? He was a pretty
strong guy.

“It don’t matter who the father is. I don’t want to marry him. And
I don’t want his money,” Amelia said. “All I want is to be able to stay
working for the family and take care of the baby—right here.”

For a moment or two there were no more words for me to hear.
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All T knew was that Amelia was crying.

“It’s okay,” my mother finally said. “It’s okay. You can still work
here and bring the baby with you every day.”

Amelia sighed. “Thank God.”

“Don’t thank Him, thank me.” My mother giggled. “I don’t
know what Poppa is going to think about all of this. He’s going to
want to know how this happened. He’s going to want to know who
the father is.”

“It don’t matter who the father is. Ain’t nobody’s business—espe-
cially your poppa’s.”

Again, there was silence. I felt nervous. What did Amelia mean by
“especially your poppa’s”? I wondered if my grandfather would be
annoyed or angry about having a crying baby around the house.

Suddenly, the swinging door was pushed open; I just managed to
get out of the way in time.

“Didn’t you finish that wonderful chocolate pudding I made for
you?” Amelia asked. “You haven’t been listening to your momma
and me talking, have you? You know it ain’t right to listen in on
other people’s conversations. Especially grownups.”

I couldn’t think of a thing to say, so I started eating the chocolate
pudding as fast as I could.

That evening, shortly after dinner, my aunts Sylvia and Bertha
came to our apartment. They both wore serious expressions, so I
guessed that my mother had already filled them in with the essentials
about Amelia over the telephone.

“How in hell did she get pregnant?” my Aunt Sylvia asked.

“The way everyone does, silly,” was her sister Bertha’s response.

“Oh, you know what I mean! Really, she needs this like a hole in
the head.”

“Well, what I'm really feeling kind of funny about is the way she
kept avoiding telling me who the father is,” my mother said anx-
iously. “You know, I had a feeling like it was someone we might
know, although I can’t imagine who.”

“I don’t know if you’re thinking what I'm thinking,” Sylvia said
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quietly. “But you know, there’s only men in that apartment—
besides Amelia. Just Willie, Maxie and Poppa. With Momma gone
and all.”

“Well, you can forget about all of them,” Bertha said defensively.
“Maxie is . . . well, he may be my twin brother, but we all know he’s
a bit on the dumb side.”

“Hey, it doesn’t take brains,” Sylvia said with a giggle.

“Girls, please. Get serious,” my mother said.

“I am serious. Maxie could never . . . ” Bertha insisted.

“And, as far as I know, Willie has never, ever looked at a woman!”
my mother said.

“So, you think Poppa . . . ?” Sylvia asked.

Suddenly, my Aunt Bertha turned and saw that I was still in the
room, pretending to be reading a book. “What the hell are you doing
here?” she demanded. “Who invited you into this discussion?”

“Nobody. I was just . ..”

“You were just leaving, so leave. This is grownup stuff,” Bertha
continued.

“Oh, let him stay,” Sylvia said. “He’s old enough.”

I really loved Aunt Sylvia. T could always count on her at times
like this.

“No,” my mother insisted. “He goes now. Go to your room—
fast!”

I left without protest, but I was not about to be kept in the dark
about this. I deliberately made some noise as I made my way to my
room. Then I closed the door, making sure I remained on the out-
side. After a moment, I tiptoed back toward the living room, as close
as I could get to the sound of their voices without being seen.

There were no words spoken for a few moments. I guessed they
wanted to make sure I had indeed gone to my room. And then they
started again, all at once.

“It can’t be Poppa.”

“Why not? He’s not that old.”

“Momma’s been dead for six years.”
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“That’s a long time for a man like Poppa to be without a woman.”

“Amelia’s a very attractive girl.”

“She’s always been fond of Poppa.”

“Fond of someone is one thing, but . . .”

Then there was dead silence. I hustled back to my room. Alone, I
also wondered if my grandfather could actually be the father of
Amelia’s baby.

Over the next few weeks there was little said or done that would
shed any light on the mystery of Amelia’s pregnancy. Uncle Willie
laughed about it and said he couldn’t wait to teach the baby—whom
he assumed would be a boy—the fundamentals of basketball. Uncle
Maxie didn’t say anything, but that was more or less expected. My
grandfather seemed genuinely surprised when he was told. His only
comment was that it would be nice to have a new baby around the
house again.

Weeks and then months went by. Amelia grew larger and, if it
was possible, she was more effervescent than ever. Her Friday night
dinners became weekly banquets. With Amelia so visibly pregnant,
the grownups gave up on sending me out of the room whenever the
conversation turned toward Amelia’s baby. Accordingly, I can tell
you that no matter how many times she was asked, Amelia would
not discuss the identity of the father. As long as she could stay
working for the family and could take care of her child, she would
be happy.

But my mother and my aunts were not satisfied. They agreed that
they would put the question: “Are you the father?” directly to Uncle
Willie and Uncle Maxie. Both denied they had anything to do with
it. Willie, in fact, was so angry that he did not speak to any of his sis-
ters for several days. Uncle Maxie smiled. My Aunt Sylvia surmised
that he was happy just to have been asked.

But of course none of the sisters had the courage to confront their
father.

“We'll just have to wait and see what comes out,” Sylvia said.
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“Well, if the baby is very dark, that’ll only prove it wasn’t Poppa.
But if it turns out to be a mixture—you know, a kind of light tan—
it just proves that the father was white and it doesn’t necessarily
mean Poppa is the father. Right?” There was some logic to what my
mother said.

New Year’s Day, 1940, came and went, and with Amelia looking
ready to give birth any day, my mother and my aunts became more
anxious than ever. Then, one afternoon, my mother received a call at
the bakery from a nurse at Sydenham Hospital on 125th Street in
Harlem. Amelia had come to the hospital that morning, and there
were complications around the delivery. She had asked, specifically,
if my mother could come to the hospital.

By the time my mother arrived, so had a chubby, very dark,
healthy, nine-pound baby boy—who was quickly named by Amelia:
Herschel William Max Billingsley.

Herschel?

“Yes. Isn’t that sweet?” A weary Amelia smiled up at my mother,
explaining that her baby, Herschel William Max Billingsley, was
“named after my three favorite men!”

When my mother told us about Amelia’s newborn son, I couldn’t
tell if she was pleased that the baby had been named after my grand-
father and my two uncles, but I was confident that she was relieved
that the baby’s “beautiful dark skin” erased any uncomfortable sus-
picions about who the father might be.

The family celebrated little Harry’s arrival a few weeks later with
a small party at the Bronx Park South apartment. (The name
“Herschel” seemed a bit much for someone so tiny.)

A corner of Uncle Maxie’s room was turned into a part-time nurs-
ery. Uncle Willie put a miniature basketball in the crib. My grandfa-
ther gave Amelia a check, the amount of which I didn’t know, but
which made Amelia cry with joy.

Not long after Amelia and her son had settled into a daily routine
at my grandfather’s apartment, my mother and my aunts began to



78 @ IN My FATHER’S BAKERY

develop this notion, that, perhaps, it was time for their father to . . .
you know . . . maybe start looking for a wife? Maybe he needed his
own woman around the house? After all, it was almost seven years
... and Poppa was really not that old.



A Love Affair

l believe that there was a good deal of “hanky-panky” going on in
my father’s bakery. Not that this kind of carrying-on was peculiar to
his shop; the fact is, it was common to all bakeries.

Think about it. Were butcher shops ever a place where romance
flourished? Did the atmosphere of delicatessens or appetizing
stores or greengrocers or dairies or fish markets encourage an
interest in sex?

Bakeries had a great deal going for them in this department. As
soon as you entered, there were the intoxicating aromas of breads
baking and the luscious smell and look of creamy chocolate, glisten-
ing on rows of layer cakes. All of the senses were aroused, including
the sexual.

And then, too, consider that the number of men and women
working in the bakery was pretty evenly balanced: the bakers were
all men and almost all the salesclerks were women. Do you see where
I am going?

In addition, while most retail shops closed around dinnertime,
bakeries remained open, usually until eleven o’clock, and even later
on Friday and Saturday nights. And shortly after the retail business
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closed, the bakers arrived to start the next day’s production. Who
was there to see that they spent all of their time mixing flour and
water and yeast?

Finally, there were a number of warm, cozy places in a bakery in
which things could and, I am told, did happen. While I never actu-
ally witnessed anything, there was talk among the bakers, as they
carefully kneaded a mound of soft dough, about how they would
like to get Anna or Millie or some other female clerk in my father’s
bakery onto a pile of flour sacks.

One day, when I was in my early teens, and putting in some time
at the worktables, Franz demonstrated how to knead two balls of
dough at once. “You see, kid, watch how I do it. I roll each piece of
dough in opposite directions, soft and easy,” he whispered, as his
large, coarse hands seemed to caress the pillow-shaped mounds of
slowly rising dough. “You don’t want to hurt them. Make believe
they’re a woman’s breasts.”

I was somewhat unnerved by the analogy but I apparently did
well because Franz continued: “That’s good. You must be doing
okay with the ladies.” And then he laughed.

As far as I know, the romance between my Aunt Sylvia and Mr.
Schulman, my father’s landlord, did not actually take place in the
bakery itself, but it was there that the first sparks of their love affair
developed.

My Aunt Sylvia was my favorite among my mother’s sisters. My
father was especially fond of her, too. He loved her free spirit and
the way she laughed at all of his stories. He used to say that she
would have been better off if she had been born into his side of the
family rather than my mother’s, which was more inclined to somber
reflections than to celebrations.

Aunt Sylvia loved to have fun. She loved horse racing, gambling,
singing, dancing and men. God, did she love men!

When my older sister, Edith, had been about twelve, she had
heard the girls at school whispering about getting their periods. She
had gone to my mother and asked her to explain about menstrua-
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tion, sex, boys, etc. My mother had been horrified. “Go talk to your
Aunt Sylvia,” she’d advised. “She can tell you everything.”

And my sister did, and my aunt cheerfully, and in great detail, told
her everything any pre-teenage girl needed to know, and probably a
great deal more.

Of course, I didn’t hear about all that until later, but it fits in with
everything I know about my Aunt Sylvia.

Aunt Sylvia had been married twice. Her first husband was a
luckless chap named Arnold Freed. In the brief time that they were
together, they managed to have one child, a daughter, Norma. But
shortly after she was born, Arnold Freed succeeded in committing
suicide by throwing himself off the roof of 1900 Vyse Avenue, the
building where he had brought his new family to live.

I wasn’t born until a few years later, but I gathered from the fam-
ily’s biased view that Aunt Sylvia’s first husband had been a strange,
moody individual. One minute he’d be fine, happy as a lark, chat-
ting away, and then he’d clam up, never say a word for hours at a
time. My mother said she never understood what Sylvia saw in him
but, in those days, women were under enormous pressure to get
married, and Arnold Freed was a butcher who made a good living.
And, from the few photographs that remained in the family’s
albums through the years, I think he could have passed for Rudolph
Valentino.

The first few months after Arnold Freed’s suicide, Sylvia had a
rough time. She was young, and her husband’s sudden death had
devastated her. My mother and my Aunt Bertha took her and the
baby, Norma, to Lakewood, New Jersey, a popular resort town
where she could be away from Vyse Avenue, which had become a
constant reminder of Arnold’s terrible death.

When they’d returned to the Bronx, Sylvia and her baby had gone
to live in my grandfather’s apartment. But that did not last long. As
Sylvia put it: “The only men around are my pop and my two ugly
brothers.” She soon found a place of her own.

About six months after Freed’s demise, she started to date. There
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was one guy that my Aunt Hannah from Brooklyn, my mother’s old-
est sister, fixed her up with—a man named Eddie Franks, whom she
found particularly attractive. He was considered quite a catch
because not only was he American-born he was also a college grad-
uate and a lawyer.

They went to the racetrack, Broadway shows, dancing. All very
romantic and expensive. Eddie was totally taken with my aunt, and
she relished his extravagant style of courtship. The only problem
was that while Eddie appeared to be madly in love with Sylvia, he
was also insanely jealous of any man who dared to give her more
than a passing glance.

My mother said, recalling this particular time in Sylvia’s check-
ered love life, that it was a formula for trouble.

My aunt was, of course, a born flirt. No male escaped her charm.
Old men, young men—it made no difference to Sylvia. For the most
part, it was all in fun. But Eddie would go wild if she so much as
looked at another man.

Everything came to a head on New Year’s Eve, 1925. My parents
and my aunts and uncles always went to a party in a club in
Yorkville, in their old neighborhood. Sylvia was doing her usual
number, greeting old friends, male and female, with hugs and kisses,
and Eddie was getting more upset as the minutes ticked off the old
year.

The band started to play and everyone began singing the words to
the new hit song, “I'm Sitting on Top of the World.” Before anyone
could get to the words, “I'm quitting the blues of the world,” Aunt
Sylvia began leading a line of dancers, including my father and his
two younger brothers, Ruby and Charley, in a wild dance, weaving
around all the tables in the banquet hall. It was one of those let-it-
all-hang-out moments that was so characteristic of my Aunt Sylvia.
“I just phoned the Parson/Hey, Par, get ready to call./Just like
Humpty Dumpty/I'm going to fall.” Everyone loved it except, of
course, Eddie, who switched from sipping Champagne to gulping
Scotch whiskey.
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Later that night, after Eddie brought Aunt Sylvia home to the
new apartment she had rented on Mohegan Avenue, they started
arguing. Eddie, who was probably feeling the effects of too much
J&B, raised his hand as if he was going to hit her. My aunt, it should
be noted, could argue and scream with the best of them—but hit-
ting or punching was not for her. He never did strike her. But it was
the end of Eddie.

Oh, he tried to see her, to apologize. He was extremely embar-
rassed. He even called my Aunt Hannah to see if she could intervene
on his behalf. But Hannah knew her sister and told Eddie not to
waste his time. He had crossed the line, and Sylvia was not about to
take him back.

Later that week, when my mother came to help care for the baby
for a couple of hours, Sylvia confessed that she’d known, from the
beginning, that things were not going to work out with Eddie. She’d
realized that, eventually, the combination of her need to be admired
constantly by as many men as possible, and Eddie’s obsessive jeal-
ousy, would lead to some sort of explosion. “So, it’s better it all came
out now before he got too involved with Norma,” she told my moth-
er as she smothered her fatherless child with warm, wet kisses.

Finding a father for Norma became my Aunt Sylvia’s single-mind-
ed crusade. She would do almost anything to please a man who
would love her baby. And that’s where Mannie Fox entered the pic-
ture. Mannie and his brothers owned a couple of trucks, and they
had a nice thing going in the furniture trade. They would bring up
the pieces from the South and deliver them to the small factories that
were scattered on the West Side and on the Lower East Side of
Manhattan, as well as to several shops that operated in Yonkers, just
north of the city. It was long hours and hard work but they made a
good dollar.

A few months went by, and despite whatever doubts Sylvia might
have had about Mannie—he could be incredibly dull—she decided
that he was the best around. He was available and, most important,
he adored little Norma. That was enough for Sylvia. She and Mannie
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were married in the very same hall that had been the scene of the
New Year’s Eve party that had led to Eddie’s departure from her life.

Surprisingly, at least at the beginning of their marriage, Sylvia did
manage to control her need for additional male attention. Her laugh-
ter and her joyousness were now centered on her two children—
Betty, who had been born within a year after she and Mannie were
married, and Norma, whom Mannie had adopted. And she had
plenty of gaiety left over for her nieces and nephews, including me.

By then, the Great Depression was in full bloom, and the truck-
ing business had gone kerplunk like almost everything else, so Sylvia
went to work as a salesclerk in my father’s bakery. My father loved
having her there. If someone came in for some rolls, you could be
sure that the customer walked out with the rolls and a half dozen
Danish, too. She could somehow induce people—the women as well
as the men—to spend more than they had intended. And they loved
her for it! She always made them feel that it was okay to splurge now
and then.

Sylvia’s daily presence in the bakery not only pleased my father
but, apparently, Danny Schulman as well. His fruit and vegetable
store was, of course, only two doors away. And he was a real lady-
killer. His movie-star good looks started with a perpetually tanned
face that was all angles and ridges. He had long, muscular arms;
whenever possible he wore the sleeves of his blue denim work shirt
rolled up high to reveal not only his muscles but a series of exotic
tattoos from his days in the Merchant Marine before the Great War.
He was well aware of the effect he had on women.

By contrast, his wife, Margaret, was singularly unattractive—a
squat, bow-legged woman with the face of an English bulldog. My
father didn’t seem to mind her appearance as much as he detested
her nonstop complaining, which was on display whenever she came
into his store to shop. “You call that a Danish? Don’t try to sell me
that burnt rye bread! Why don’t you get wax-paper bags the way
they have in the West Bronx?”

My mother disliked Mrs. Schulman because she would shop in a
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mink coat, even in April, just to let everyone know how rich she was.

One evening, after dinner, my father seemed grumpier than usual.
I pretended to be continuing my homework at the kitchen table as
he began having a whispered conversation with my mother, who’d
been spending less time at the store than usual in recent weeks. My
mother was at the sink, washing dishes. As the conversation went on,
my parents became less cautious and their voices got loud enough
for me to hear clearly what they were saying to each other.

“ ... every afternoon,” my father said. “He comes in just when
Sylvia is on her break.”

“It just happens?”

“They have a cup of coffee together . . .”

“So, there’s nothing wrong in that . . . ”

“No, it’s the way they look at each other.”

“Like what?”

“Like you know what.”

“Can’t you be more specific than that?”

“There’s the way she smiles at him.”

“You don’t really think . . . ?”

“I don’t know what to think.”

“If it’s true, it’s awful.”

“And today, he reached across the table and touched her hand.”

“And she didn’t pull away?”

“Right in the store!”

“I don’t like it.”

The next week, my father reported that Izzie, his bookie, had seen
Sylvia and Schulman at the track together.

“They should be more discreet about it,” my mother moaned.

“Maybe you should talk to her.”

“Talk to her? You talk to Schulman. Then I'll talk to Sylvia.”

Schulman had a partner in his produce market, Dave Altchek, a
quiet, hardworking fellow who rarely engaged in gossip or small
talk. He lived with a widowed sister and her three children, whom
he supported. Mr. Altchek excelled at hearts, one of the card games
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that were played around the large oak table in the back of my
father’s store. He was not someone you could have a grand time
with, but he was considered a reliable person. So when he revealed
the latest story about my aunt and Schulman, my father became fur-
ther depressed.

“Schulman’s wife knows what’s going on,” my father told my
mother, after dinner. “Altchek said Schulman’s wife threw him out.
Schulman has already slept two nights on the cot in the back of their
market. Can you imagine that?”

“Serves him right,” my mother replied. A husband who strayed
received no mercy from her.

“He goes to Altchek’s place to take a bath and a shave.”

“Altchek’s sister must love that!”

“The affair heated up when they went to Saratoga last weekend.”

“Sylvia and Schulman?”

“No. Sylvia and Mannie and Schulman and his wife!”

My mother was astonished. She dropped a dishcloth, and when
she bent to pick it up, she knocked over a pitcher and two glasses—
all of which hit the linoleum-covered floor hard enough to break.
She was nearly crying by the time she found the broom and dustpan
to clean up the broken glass.

When she was finished, she stood grim and speechless for a
moment or two. “Where the hell did they get the money?” she final-
ly asked.

“Whatta ya mean?”

“I mean, Mannie’s business hasn’t made a dollar in months. And
they’re spending weekends at Saratoga?”

“Schulman paid.”

“Schulman paid? That’s fine!” my mother screamed. She was so
upset that she was beyond remembering that I was in the room. In a
cruel, mocking tone that was new to me, she mimicked Schulman’s
voice: “Let’s go away for a weekend to Saratoga. Your husband and
my wife can watch the horses and you and I can fuck in the hotel
room!”
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I had never heard my mother utter the word fuck until then—and
I never heard her say it again. (She died just before her 99th birth-
day.) I looked up momentarily from my book and then quickly left
the kitchen.

The melodrama continued. Schulman’s two sons entered the pic-
ture. They were both adults. One was a lawyer, and the other
worked for the city, and they were both making good money. They
came to my father with a proposition. They would give Sylvia $2,500
if she would end her relationship with their father. “It’s a lot of
money,” my father told my mother. “They’re very sincere. They love
their mother and they see the way this is eating her up.”

“Tell them to save their money. They’d be better off talking to their
rotten father,” my mother said, her voice rising with each syllable.

“They tried. Before they got very far, Schulman told them to mind
their own business.”

“Business? Committing adultery isn’t a business,” my mother
shouted.

“T'll do something,” my father said meekly.

The following Tuesday, his afternoon off from the bakery, instead
of going to the track, my father took Sylvia to Dominick’s restaurant.
My aunt must have known it was important because they took a taxi
there rather than the trolley.

According to my father, when he told Sylvia about what
Schulman’s sons had proposed, she turned white. All the blood
drained from her face. And then she started to cry. Not just tears in
the eyes but real sobs. Even the waiters at Dominick’s took notice
and stayed away.

My Aunt Sylvia’s tears were for Schulman’s sons, whom she kept
calling “those poor boys.” And because of them, she declared, “I
will never so much as look at Danny Schulman again.”

Aunt Sylvia also told my father to tell Schulman’s sons that she
wouldn’t take their money, that they should take it and buy their
mother a nice new mink coat because the rag she was wearing

looked like shit!
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All of this was discussed openly in my presence. I guess by then
my mother and father were aware that I had a pretty good idea what
was going on.

Soon the whole neighborhood knew what had happened.
Schulman was angry and confused. He couldn’t understand why
Sylvia was doing this to him, and it was months before he spoke with
either of his sons again.

I guess we all thought that that was the end of it. But then we
heard that Mannie was upset that Sylvia had not taken the $2,500
from Schulman’s sons.

“What woulda been the harm of taking the money? We coulda
used it,” he told my mother, who was busy dropping more glasses on
the kitchen floor.

“I was only joking,” he said quickly.

My mother did not think he was funny.

By this time, Aunt Sylvia, who was only in her late thirties and still
a remarkably attractive woman, became, according to my mother,
resigned to living out her life with Mannie. She told my mother that
he was a good father, and that was still very important to her.

Some dozen years later, after World War II, when the trucking
business picked up, she and Mannie moved to City Island, the
Bronx’s version of Nantucket. I think it was to get away from all the
gossips. There were too many old ghosts haunting the neighborhood
around 180t Street,

If Sylvia had become more subdued, particularly around men, she
remained jolly Aunt Sylvia to her children and to her nieces and
nephews. Who could resist a weekend at the seashore with Aunt
Sylvia?

One night—it must have been around 1958 or so—at one of their
all-ladies get-togethers, Sylvia confessed to my mother and my Aunt
Bertha that she had never really ended her affair with Schulman—
that they had continued to see one another and were still seeing each
other. She had tried, she said, to keep her distance from him, but he
was persistent. And they were really in love. They both had lousy
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marriages. But they had realized that if they wanted to continue to
enjoy one another and not hurt everyone around them—especially
their children—they would have to be discreet. No more afternoons
at the track or weekends in Saratoga, for sure. They could no longer
flaunt their relationship.

I never did get any more of the details. You know as much as I do.

When Schulman died a few years later, my parents and I went to
the funeral, but Aunt Sylvia made a point of staying away. She did
not want to embarrass Schulman’s family. But his death was a real
blow. I visited with her a few days after the funeral, and I thought
she laughed too long and too loudly at a modest joke I told her. She
was trying to put up a good front.

A few years later, Mannie developed lung cancer and died while
he and Aunt Sylvia were visiting Norma, who was living in Florida.
Aunt Sylvia no longer had a reason to keep the house on City Island,
so she decided to move out to San Diego to be close to her younger
daughter, Betty, who recently had made her a grandmother.

The night before Sylvia was to leave, she told my mother that the
moments she and Schulman had together, the love they had for one
another, made up for all the difficult times she had had in her life.
Schulman, she told my mother, “made me feel like a woman.”



The Price of Doing Business

My father called it “the price of doing business.” Customers
would threaten to bring a lawsuit against the bakery for something
that might or might not have happened while they were on its prem-
ises, or from eating an apple pie or other baked goods that they had
purchased. They could be very inventive.

Occasionally, a person would have a real case, but just as often it
was a plot to extort some easy cash. Most of the shops along East
180th Street were subjected to this kind of harassment, but I think
my father’s bakery must have looked like a goldmine to these would-
be plaintiffs.

It was hard to claim that a food item sold in the cheese and egg
store next door was contaminated. Oh, a rotten egg might turn up
now and then, but Charlie, the owner, would quickly admit a “can-
dling error” and replace the offending culprit with a fresh, unblem-
ished one or, perhaps, even two.

On occasion, an odd object might find its way into the belly of a
mackerel from one of the two fish markets on the block—but I don’t
recall hearing of anything serious.

If someone found a worm inside an apple from Schulman’s pro-
duce stalls, Schulman or his partner would offer a perfunctory apol-
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ogy and hand the mildly nauseous customer not one but several
apples.

Once, the live chicken market, which was located directly oppo-
site my father’s bakery, was all aflutter because, instead of a stray
feather, a woman said she found a bloodied suede glove inside her
holiday capon. That caused more laughter than anguish and was
quickly resolved by an extra helping of free chicken livers. Nobody
ever did figure out where the suede glove came from, since none of
the chicken pluckers was likely to own such a luxurious item.

The bakery was not always so lucky. No matter how scrupulous
my father and the bakers were, objects other than flour, sugar,
cocoa, eggs, cream, fruits, etc., managed, somehow, to find their
way into a chocolate brownie or an apple crumb cake, or even a
simple rye bread. The most common intruder was a sliver of wood
from the worn side of a bread-proofing box or a wooden worktable.
A sawdust chip might, inexplicably, wind up in a custard éclair.
Once, the wedding ring from a newly married baker’s helper land-
ed in the crevice of one of the challahs that was about to enter the
oven. Fortunately, Uncle Menashe spied it before it reached the
400° heat.

Another time, when I was at a rear table doing my homework, a
woman stormed into the bakery and confronted my mother, claim-
ing she had broken a tooth biting into a buffalo nickel that was rest-
ing under a piece of onion inside a Miami-style onion roll (these are
the ones in which the onions are inside the pocket of the roll). My
mother apologized profusely and offered to send her to our dentist,
who had an office in one of the apartment houses up the street.

“You think you’re gonna get off that easy?” the woman respond-
ed angrily. “When my-son-the-lawyer is through with you, we’ll own
this whole store!” She said “my-son-the-lawyer” as one word.

My mother, who was not easily intimidated—after all, she had
already lived with my father for more than twenty years—responded
calmly. “Look,” she said, “I really feel sorry about your tooth . . . ”

“Tooth? It’s not just a tooth, it’s a whole bridge!”



92 @ IN MY FATHER’S BAKERY

“Well, I'm sorry about your bridge,” my mother continued,
beginning to get an edge to her voice. “But I am offering to have it
fixed by my dentist, and I am sure our insurance company will make
some compensation for the pain you have suffered.”

“There’s gonna be a lot of compensation when my-son-the-lawyer
gets through with you. You can’t imagine what I went through. And
I'm still in pain now!”

I could see that the woman’s threats angered my mother. Her face
seemed to harden, and I knew it was only a matter of seconds before
her speech would become extremely precise as she moved into her
cross-examining mode. She didn’t listen to M. Keen, Tracer of Lost
Persons or Phillip Marlowe on the radio for nothing. “Can I see the

roll and the nickel?” she asked.
“Of course,” the woman responded, no doubt beginning to savor

the rewards that would soon be coming her way. She handed my
mother a small white paper bag with the imprint of the bakery on it.
Inside was a half-eaten onion roll and a buffalo nickel.

My mother looked carefully at the contents of the bag, and then
she handed everything back to the woman. “Looks to me like a stale
onion roll and a nickel,” she purred.

“Are you saying I am a liar?” the woman screamed. “Wait’ll my-
son-the-lawyer hears about this!”

“What is he going to hear?” my mother asked evenly. “That you
came in here saying you broke a tooth—no, a bridge—biting into a
roll from my store, and that I offered to have my dentist fix your
teeth and then see that our insurance company compensates you for
any pain you might have suffered?” She smiled tightly. “That’s what
I said. Word for word.”

The woman started to speak, then said nothing.

My mother continued, this time her voice turned up a few deci-
bels. “But that’s not good enough for you. You threaten to take away
our business. So, here’s your roll back—and your nickel. For all I
know, it came right out of that purse you’re carrying.”

A few days later, a man in his mid-twenties came into the store
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and asked to speak with my mother, who was putting the final string
around a box of butter cookies.

“Hello,” he said. “I'm Eddie Aronson. My mother was in to see
you a couple of days ago about a tooth she broke biting into a roll
she bought here. Well . . .”

“Ah, yes,” my mother interrupted, ready for whatever my-son-
the-lawyer had in store for her. “I thought it was a whole bridge, not
just a tooth.”

“Well, it was a tooth—a large one, but I'm not here to sue you.
Actually, I want to apologize and, if I may, I'd like to take you up on
your offer to have your dentist fix my mother’s tooth. We’re not
looking for anything beyond that. I think it was wrong for my moth-
er to threaten you the way she did.”

“She actually told you what she said?” my mother asked.

“Yes. And now she feels bad. Actually, it was some of the neigh-
bors who put her up to it. My father’s been out of work for months,
and now that she’s got a son who'’s a lawyer, she figured it’s an easy
way to make a dollar.”

“Well, T appreciate what you are doing. We all feel terrible when
anything like that happens, but sometimes it can’t be helped, no
matter how careful you are,” my mother said as she fumbled though
her pocketbook for a card with Dr. Fine’s phone number. “But the
worst part is that I thought we were going to lose a good customer.
I've seen your mother in here many times before this happened. It
seems to me she’s been shopping here ever since we opened.”

“You’re probably right,” Eddie Aronson said. “As long as I can
remember, you've been our bakery.” He smiled broadly. “Hey, I don’t
think I could have survived law school without your rye breads.”

A few weeks later, Mrs. Aronson and her-son-the-lawyer, Eddie,
stopped by the bakery—Mrs. Aronson to show off her new false
tooth that Dr. Fine had inserted after removing the broken one, and
Eddie to buy a well-seeded rye. They told us that the insurance com-
pany had offered to send Mrs. Aronson $100 for her pain and suf-
fering, and that they were more than satisfied.
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As the Aronsons were leaving, my mother handed the woman a
box of butter cookies. “A little something extra to try that new tooth
on,” she said.

Not all of these potential lawsuits ended so amicably. Once, dur-
ing a regular delivery of flour, an elderly woman came zooming
down the metal delivery chute that was used by the Pillsbury com-
pany to deliver its flour to the bakery. The chute stretched from the
Pillsbury truck, across the sidewalk, through the open bakery cellar
door, to the cellar below.

The woman, who had been told repeatedly by the truck driver to
walk around the vehicle and not try to step over the chute, had
caught her shoe on it and slid down, head first, along with an 80-
pound sack of Pillsbury’s Best Winter Wheat Flour.

Perhaps she’d been in a hurry or hadn’t liked the idea of walking
in the street. In any case, she and the sack of flour arrived almost
simultaneously, landing in the massive arms of Hans Bauer, one of
my father’s veteran bread bakers who, for a split second, didn’t
know what to grab first—the lady or the sack.

Her unexpected journey caused a great deal of commotion in the
cellar. Eventually, the woman—MTrs. Mandelbaum, a longtime cus-
tomer—was brought up to the store level by my father and Freddie.
She was covered in flour, her hair in absolute disarray, and looked
like something out of a Katzenjammer comic strip.

My mother and my Aunt Bertha rushed to help, and seated Mrs.
Mandelbaum at a table near where I was doing my homework. “Are
you sure you're all right?” my mother asked. “We can call for an
ambulance.”

“No, no,” she insisted. “Mr. Mandelbaum would faint if I went to
a hospital. Anyway, I'm perfectly fine. It was just such a shock.
Please, all I want is for you to call my husband.

“We have our own telephone, you know,” she added proudly.
Then she looked a bit puzzled. “If I could only remember the num-
ber...”

“Bertha,” my mother said, “Please make Mrs. Mandelbaum some
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tea, and I'll look up the number.”

“Just tell him I’'m okay,” Mrs. Mandelbaum said. “But he should
come and get me.”

About ten minutes later, a harried Mr. Mandelbaum arrived. The
first thing he saw was the big red sign on the side of the delivery
truck: “Pillsbury—The World’s Largest Flour Merchants.” So even
before he got inside the store, the wheels must have started turning
in his head.

“Don’t worry about a thing,” he said, as he ran toward his wife.
“First thing we do when we get back home is call a lawyer.”

Fortunately for my father, the lawsuit that came a few weeks later
was directed primarily against “The World’s Largest” rather than
East 180th Street’s finest.

My father did not even have to hire a lawyer. The manager of the
local Pillsbury sales office said his company would handle every-
thing. And it did, much to the Mandelbaums’ satisfaction. The only
one who seemed to suffer any extended damage was Hans, who’d
been too frightened to work the chute at the next flour delivery.

There were other accidents that plagued the bakery.

Occasionally, an undetected housefly could make its way into a
batch of dough. A fly, when baked in a roll or in a rye bread, resem-
bles a raisin. How many of these creatures have been consumed mis-
takenly is a statistic I'd rather not contemplate. As far as I know, it
was a rare occurrence, considering the hundreds of thousands of
rolls and breads that passed through my father’s bakery.
Nevertheless, even one of these raisin/fly incidents is not a pleasant
experience.

I can recall one such time in the spring of 1940.

I was at my usual homework post, listening to my father give
advice to the Julie brothers, Max and Toby. They were old friends
of his who recently had lost their own retail bakery to creditors.
They were thinking about starting a new business, this time in New
Jersey, as wholesalers, dealing mainly with restaurants. They were
telling my father about a property they hoped to buy if they could
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get a loan from one of the brokerage firms that handled bakeries.
My father thought it was a bad idea.

“You’re not gonna be happy selling wholesale,” he said. “There’s
no fun in that. You guys need to be around people.”

“Aren’t restaurants people?” Max asked.

“It’s not the same. I seen you schmoozing with your customers,
with the salesclerks. Nobody does it better. And anyway, you’re
gonna be up to your ears with the Teamsters Union.”

“Hey, I can dance with a teamster if I have to,” Toby said with a
laugh.

Nothing seemed to faze the Julie brothers: neither the loss of their
bakery on Freeman Street nor the prospect of having to move to
New Jersey and deal with truck drivers instead of female customers
and salesclerks.

Their conversation, which had been a half-idling one (they had
actually come early to my father’s bakery for their regular card game),
was interrupted by two women who wanted to speak with my father.
One woman was clutching a wrinkled, No.6 paper bag. There was
something in the way she carried the bag—even I could sense that it
held trouble.

The other woman addressed my father. “We have a complaint,”
she announced. “Yesterday we bought six rolls, and when my sis-
ter bit into one of them, she realized that she had bitten into a
horsefly.”

“That’s terrible!” my father said. “I hope she didn’t swallow it?”

“No, she didn’t swallow the whole thing, but while she was chew-
ing she noticed only half of it still in the roll.”

The silent woman clutching the bag looked as if she was going to
become sick all over again.

Suddenly, Max Julie jumped up from his seat. He pointed to the
bag. “Here, lemme see that roll,” he demanded.

“Who are you?” the frightened woman asked.

“'m from the Board of Health,” Max replied, sounding quite
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official. “It just so happens that I'm in here checking out this bakery
today. So far, they look pretty clean to me.”

The woman handed the bag to Mr. Julie. He removed the offend-
ing roll, looked at it for a moment and then showed it to my father
and me.

It was clear that it was a fly—one of those big, fat horseflies. Ugh!
I thought I would vomit. Even my father turned away.

“It’s obvious,” Mr. Julie said. “It’s just a big raisin.” At which
point, he broke off the piece of the roll containing the fly, plopped
it into his mouth, took two quick chews and swallowed. “I love
raisins,” he said with a giggle.

Both my father and I were stunned by Max Julie’s daring per-
formance. The two women were flabbergasted.

“You ate the fly!” shouted the woman who was the spokesperson.
“You've eaten the evidence!”

“I ate a raisin, lady,” Mr. Julie said.

The woman who had bitten into the horsefly began to cry.

“This is awful. It’s terrible,” my father said.

What exactly was said next was lost in the confusion of crying and
yelling. I can only remember that, through it all, the Julie brothers
were grinning from ear to ear.

As the two women started to leave, my father ran to the bread
counter. Quickly, he tossed a half dozen rolls into a bag, and then he
added a rye bread; for good measure, he threw in six bagels. He
caught up with the two distraught women at the door. “I'm sorry,”
he said, handing them the large bag.

After they left, he turned to the Julie brothers. “Jeezus. How the
hell could you do that? That was disgusting! And you mighta cost
me a customer!”

“Is that the thanks I get?” Max Julie grinned. “I figured I saved
you from a lawsuit.”

Even my father laughed at that. “Now you see why a wholesale
bakery is not for you and Toby,” he said. “Every day in a retail busi-
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ness there are hundreds of customers to deal with—and that’s what
makes it such fun.”

A few days later, I noticed that one of the sisters—the shy one
who had actually eaten half of the horsefly—was at the bread count-

er. She bought a rye bread, without seeds, and asked that it be sliced.
She was taking no chances.



Hawk

lust about everyone outside the family called my Uncle Willie
“Hawk” simply because he looked like one. He had large, almost
sinister, dark eyes, which slanted down toward a long, hooked nose
that was like the beak of a predatory falcon. High cheekbones added
to this hawk-like appearance. In other respects, though, he was like
a dove.

He had a way of relating to children and other underdogs that was
unthreatening and sympathetic. He was so childlike himself, and I
was so comfortable with him, that I was often inclined to call him
“Unk,” which he seemed to enjoy.

Uncle Willie was my grandmother’s final effort at childbirth. He
weighed more than thirteen pounds when he entered this world,
dragging along a withered (or, perhaps, more accurately, a crushed)
left arm that somehow grew almost to the length of his good right
arm but was devoid of any strength. As a kid, I thought it looked like
a bird’s wing. There—still another avian-like feature.

I was always fascinated by Uncle Willie’s withered arm. He kept
it tucked into the pocket of a sweater or a jacket that, in one form or
another, was always part of his wardrobe, winter or summer. He
could do amazing things with his right arm, the good one. I mar-
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veled at the way he would tie his shoelaces, using a combination of
very strong teeth and the agile fingers of his right hand to complete
the intricate maneuver.

As a child, he was of great concern to his parents, especially my
grandmother, who dragged him to a series of doctors, all of whom
said there was nothing they could do to help him. At one point, she
took her eldest daughter, my Aunt Hannah, and the baby, Willie, to
Germany where the practitioners of medicine were considered supe-
rior even to the specialists at New York’s own Lenox Hill Hospital.
She was hoping for a miracle, but none was forthcoming.

So Uncle Willie grew up the pampered and adored little brother
of four sisters and a guilt-ridden mother who unreasonably blamed
herself for his deformity. The girls, my mother among them, took
turns playing with him. They rolled balls in his direction and, with
his one good arm, he rolled the balls back. Later, they bounced balls
toward him, and he bounced them back. His good arm became a
powerful instrument. By the time he was 12 years old, he was a head
taller than most of his friends, and he could throw a baseball faster
and farther than any of them. His sisters were no longer needed as
playmates, and, frankly, the strength and speed generated by his
good arm frightened them.

The game he most enjoyed and at which he was most skilled was
not baseball but, rather, basketball, which came to dominate his life.
It proved to be a game that a person with one good arm could play
as well as, if not better than, most people blessed with two. It was
also a game that was played all year long. In the summertime, when
the heat in the gymnasiums became unbearable, the concrete school-
yard was always there. And it took only one arm to fling a ball into
a basket.

But more than that, it was a game even a mother could love:
nobody got hurt if a basketball hit you in the head, and no legs were
broken if you were bumped from behind.

This was a time when the two-handed set-shot was the norm.
People were amazed that Uncle Willie, with only one arm, could



HAawk @ 101

score from virtually anywhere on the court with such regularity. The
fact is, his one good arm was so powerful that he could throw a bas-
ketball the length of the court with the speed and accuracy of a
pitcher hurling a baseball.

By the time he was ready to enter high school, he was over six feet
tall and a legend in the after-school gymnasiums. The basketball
coach at the local high schools in the Bronx were salivating at the
thought of getting the Hawk to play on his school’s basketball team.
There was only one problem: Hawk had other ideas. Once finished
with the tenth grade, he vowed he would never ever open a book
unless it was a telephone book. Books, as far as my uncle was con-
cerned, were what you put under a kid when he was too small to see
over the top of a kitchen table. And besides, if he didn’t go to school,
he could play basketball all day long.

Nobody really questioned his decision. My grandmother was
happy if he was happy, and how could she get angry with a boy who
had only one good arm?

So Uncle Willie’s life was spent honing his basketball skills. He
hooked on to countless amateur and semi-pro teams, playing games
as far away as Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, and Springfield,
Massachusetts, the so-called birthplace of basketball. If he never
made any real money, that was okay, too. He always had a room in
my grandparents’ apartment, and three squares a day.

When my cousin Jerry and I were old enough, Uncle Willie spent
a great deal of time teaching us the finer points of the game. We were
taught how to box-out an opponent, the proper execution of a jump
ball, how to inbound, the backdoor, the give-and-go and, most
important of all, we were counseled when and when 7ot to shoot. He
was a marvelous teacher: patient, encouraging, clear when demon-
strating a particular move, and knowing just when we had absorbed
all we could that day. He also treated us to chocolate ice cream
sodas, whether we had done well or poorly.

A number of our friends, who were also tutored by Uncle
Willie—Hawk, to them—went on to star on their high school and
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college teams. The coach at Evander Childs High School told me he
appreciated my enthusiasm and my knowledge of the game but that
I was too short to be anything except a guard, and unfortunately I
lacked the speed for that position. I got over that rejection quickly
when I was selected to write about sports, including basketball, for
the school newspaper, The Evander News. That seemed to satisfy
even Uncle Willie, who would often come to the games I was cover-
ing and point out to me certain aspects of the game that would find
their way into my published accounts.

Just before the United States entered World War II, Uncle Willie
finagled my father into investing in a professional basketball league.
My father hated basketball, but how could he turn down a boy with
only one good arm and a face that resembled a hawk? Anyway, it
wasn’t a helluva lot of money.

The teams were from the area. The one Uncle Willie wanted my
father to invest in was the Jersey City Jewels, not to be confused with
the legendary and highly successful Brooklyn Jewels. The arenas
were really just gymnasiums. Some of my uncle’s players were kids
who had learned the game from him in the schoolyard at P.S. 67 on
Honeywell Avenue and then went on to play at City College, Long
Island University or Brooklyn College. Some of the other teams in
the league boasted Hawk alumni as well.

One night we all traipsed out to Jersey City to see Uncle Willie’s
team (he was the Jewels’ coach as well as its part owner) play its first
game against the team from Trenton. It was not easy getting out to
Jersey City in those days, so fifteen or sixteen members of my fami-
ly, including my father, the team’s reluctant investor, crammed onto
a rented bus with the nine members of the Jersey City Jewels and
their friends and relatives, including several players’ wives or
fiancées. There were also three young women whom I was told were
girlfriends of the players. The girlfriends were carrying blue and
gold pennants—blue and gold were the colors of the Jewels—and
were going to serve as the team’s cheerleaders.

My cousin Jerry and I thought the idea of cheerleaders was excit-
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ing and made the event seem important, like the college games at
Madison Square Garden. Uncle Willie was a purist and hated the
whole concept of girls with pompoms jumping up and down, and
he did not speak a word from the time the bus picked us up in the
Bronx until we arrived at the CYO (Catholic Youth Organization)
Gymnasium in Jersey City.

Jerry and I sat on the team bench with Uncle Willie. Our job was
to hand towels to the players as they came off the court during a
timeout. But our greatest fascination was watching our uncle as he
played the role of coach. He showed the same combination of deter-