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DEDICATION


 

I strongly doubt that there is a  God  who made us
all,

but if I am wrong (and I frequently am)

then the finest  example  of His work is my wife
Jeanne

      to whom I dedicate this book.










THE INSURANCE MAN


  What they said about watching water boiling in pots was
true.   The more you checked on the progress of an event,
the slower it seemed to take place, and waiting to meet someone
when you’re a half-hour early, and the wind is howling and you’re
freezing your ass off on a Manhattan street corner is more
frustrating than staring at a pot that’s been put on to boil.

He glanced at his watch for about the thirtieth time in as many
minutes and chuckled faintly as he thought “a watched watch never
moves a notch.”  He wasn’t arrogant or conceited but he had
enough self-confidence to think that his impromptu description was
more literary, poetic even, than “a watched pot never boils” and
look at how much play that line got over the
years.        

Gene Geminni was not a patient man by anyone’s standards,
and

when there was something of significance at stake, his concept
of time

could become pretty distorted.  Like right now as he
awaited the answer to the question, “Is the ‘Old Man’ dead or
alive?”
           

This question had preoccupied the entire Geminni family for over
seven years; and although there were countless late-night hours of
speculative discussion, spurious reports of sightings by friends,
neighbors or his father’s co-workers and an occasional phone call
and hang up, until four days ago there had been no real evidence
that Vittorio Antonio Geminni, anglicized ironically to “Victor,”
(although “loser” would be a better fit) was still an inhabitant of
this earth. 

Now, on this blustery March day in 1963, Victor’s oldest son,
Gene, had left his teaching job an hour early and had driven fifty
miles from Commack, Long Island into Manhattan, to meet an
investigator from the Prudential Insurance Company. The agent, who
had called earlier in the week, claimed to have information that
would answer the family’s paramount nagging question. Special
Investigative Agent, Ed Haynes, had told him on the phone, “We may
be able to put this mystery to rest. It’ll only take a few minutes.
Can you meet me on the corner of Twenty-third and Lexington, near
the IRT subway entrance at 5:30?  I’ll be carrying a black
leather briefcase.”

 

 

Gene had found a parking space for the old Buick along the
cross- town street and waited nervously on the corner in the late
afternoon sun, as dust devils whirled cigarette butts,
silver-tinted gum wrappers, and other New York City debris on the
sidewalk around him.  He looked down at his shoes through the
cloud of steam from his breath and noticed that he had forgotten to
polish them that morning, and despite a full day in the classroom
they were the only thing about him that wasn’t well-groomed. 
Although his clothes were department store quality, his wife Ginny
had always made alterations to them so that he looked more
successful than a sixth-grade teacher who was earning only $4500 a
year.  Short, good looking and athletically built, Gene
Geminni’s Mediterranean features and Italian surname beclouded his
maternal Russian-Jewish lineage.

Gene was reluctantly carrying out this distasteful assignment as
a favor to his mother who depended on him, as the oldest of her
three sons, for many unpleasant or difficult tasks of which this
was the most recent, most unpleasant and most difficult.  Of
course, he also had a personal interest in doing it; an interest
that had dogged him ever since childhood. Now, as the sunlight
streamed down Twenty-third Street from the Hudson River, reflecting
off the plate-glass storefronts and illuminating Gene as he stood
on the street corner like a stage actor about to play an important
role, he was going to find out if his father actually was dead
after these seven years, and maybe clarify his conflicted feelings
about the enigmatic
patriarch.         

Victor Geminni had disappeared in the aftermath of an emotional
family blowup in 1955 and since then there had been no contact with
him.  “Family blowup” is putting it mildly when what really
happened was that Gene literally threw him out of his parent’s
apartment during the Thanksgiving dinner that suddenly erupted into
an argument over Victor’s latest financial revelation. On that
less-than-joyous holiday, Gene, Ginny and their infant daughter
Shirley; Gene’s parents and his two younger brothers, Mikey and
Lenny, were all seated around the kitchen table in the tiny
three-room Bronx apartment where they had lived ever since Gene’s
fifth birthday.  At five-year intervals after that uneventful
event, the two younger brothers had been born and were soon
provided cramped living quarters in the single dingy bedroom. Three
small beds, a couple of dressers, a desk and numerous items of
boys’ interest made for a cluttered and rarely private environment
for any of them, but especially for Gene who, when he became an
adolescent, found himself unable to obtain the seclusion that this
unique developmental stage demanded.

The conversation began that November afternoon, as it usually
did, on an entirely benign note: This time about the grueling drive
from Western New York State where Gene and Ginny had gone to live
two years after they were married in 1950. They made the trip every
few months, and when they did, they would bundle the sleeping
infant into the back seat of their three-year old Nash Rambler;
pack a Thermos of coffee, sandwiches and baby bottles, along with a
weekend’s supply of travel gear for the three of them, and depart
into the cold autumn night along Route 17, the then main East-West
route from Western New York to the outer vicinity of New York City
in New Jersey via the Southern Tier of New York State. The young
couple loved to drive at night, and had been doing so on vacation
trips for the first four years of their marriage and they did not
see any need to modify that practice upon the arrival of
Shirley.

“So how was the trip down?” Victor had asked, trying to make
conversation.

“We hit some snow around Salamanca, but otherwise it wasn’t
bad.  Shirley slept all the way.”

Mikey, who was almost twenty, commented with feigned admiration,
“Boy, almost five hundred miles overnight.  That’s a Helluva
trip.  Did you do any of the driving Ginny?”

“I gave Gene a break around Middletown so that he would be fresh
for the City traffic.  He took over outside of New
Jersey.  I’m afraid of the congestion around the George
Washington Bridge.”

The Geminnis had raised their three sons in the ground floor
flat that had consisted of a living room, kitchen, bathroom and
only one bedroom which was furnished as a sort of dormitory when
the boys were all at home.  The parents slept on a convertible
couch in the living room, and when Gene was dating Ginny he had to
pass through the sleeping parents' quarters when he returned home
late at night.  He hated that dark intrusion, unlocking the
front door which opened right into the living room, tiptoeing past
the piano and armchair, afraid that he might waken them, or worse,
that they might be engaged in sexual intercourse, a thought which
repelled and angered him whenever it crossed his mind.

Now that only Lenny, the youngest, still lived there with the
parents, and had the bedroom all to himself, at least he had what
could be described as a normal sleeping arrangement—a room of his
own—compared to contemporary middle-class standards.  The
entire nuclear family usually only managed to get together on
holidays like Thanksgiving or Christmas, although Gene and Ginny
made the journey more frequently.  Mikey had left the nest
when he was sixteen, shortly after Gene and Ginny had gotten
married, hitch-hiked to Florida with a friend and was rarely seen
after that. The exceptions were when his older brother and new
bride came to the Bronx for a visit. The conversations typically
centered around Gene and Ginny's long trip from Western New York or
Gene’s job in the printing plant there which he hated.  Victor
spoke very little and Mikey and Lenny were similarly withdrawn,
mainly because they had little or no interest in their family’s
activities.  There were too many ways in which talking could
lead to angry arguing, and they both were sick of it. 

These dinners were rarely ever festive occasions and frequently
they became scenes of rancor and bitterness because Elena and
Victor, and sometimes the sons, engaged in an ongoing battle over
Victor’s secretive financial activities. No one knew exactly why
(and this was the major part of the mystery) but periodically,
Victor would disclose his indebtedness to “the shylocks,” and then
his behavior would become highly anxious, shaking as if with
terror, and crying, appearing to be on the verge of collapse, and
moaning, “if I don’t pay them they’ll beat me to a pulp.” It was a
scene which both infuriated and embarrassed Gene, because the sight
of the man who was supposed to be the one a son looked up to,
instead made him wish he had never known him. There had been times
in the past when this act had been performed in front of others,
Victor’s brothers and sister, even several of Gene’s cousins, and
Gene had developed a sense of contempt for the man he was supposed
to love and respect.

 This time it began as had so many others that had preceded
it.  Elena, who had just placed the macaroni bowl on the
chipped Formica table top, blurted out without looking up at anyone
in particular (but in reality she was speaking to Gene) “Your
father told me he needs money for the loan sharks again.  He
wants I should sell the piano to get it.  He’s tearing my
heart out again with the money.  He hasn’t had a paycheck in
weeks and he had to borrow food money and the rent money from the
shylocks.”

Without warning was Elena’s usual approach, in the middle of
some ordinary activity like cooking or playing cards; usually after
she had been stewing about it for days or weeks, holding it in
until Gene and Ginny came for a visit.  They were her allies
in the never ending struggle that she carried on with her furtive
and monetarily unreliable husband of thirty-five years, who
regularly came home on paydays without the pay.  Then she
would blurt out the charge that she was harboring against Victor,
sometimes after weeks of restraint, but like a volcano, once the
critical pressure had been reached, she blew her top.

 “You always do this,” Mikey jumped up yelling at his
mother.  “That’s the way you always do it.  For Christ
sake, give us some warning or something so I don’t have to be here
for this shit!” 

“Ma, let’s eat.” Gene tried to plead with his distraught mother.
“Let it go.  We’re tired from the trip.  Can’t this wait
till tomorrow?” 

“What wait?!  He’s been eating my heart out for weeks
now.  First the boss was on vacation and he couldn’t sign the
checks.  Then there was a robbery at the place and they had to
put the salary money in police custody as evidence.  What
evidence?  Where does he get these stories?  Tell me
Victor.  Tell me where you get these stories!  Now—before
you send me to an early grave.  Where’s the money always
going?  I can’t take it any more.  Mama! 
Mama!  If only my Mama was here to take me away from this
crooked, stinking, rotten bastard of a liar!”  Elena often
cried out in supplication to her dead mother, whenever she was
desperate.

“Stop screaming!” Victor demanded.  I told you they had a
fire in the home office, didn’t I?  Didn’t I tell you all the
records were burned up?  We’ll get paid next Friday because
with the holiday everything was held up.” 

Everyone was yelling now and Gene’s volatile temperament was
escalating out of control.  It wasn’t long before the five
adults were all milling about the small kitchen in frenzied
agitation and Gene, grabbing his father by the shoulders, began
shaking him and demanding, “Where is all this Goddam money
going?  What are you involved in?  When the Hell are you
going to start being honest with us?” 

Vittorio Antonio Geminni, not about to let anyone, including his
son, shove him around, struggled to get free, and in doing so
punched Gene in the lip, and that’s when it almost became
fateful.  That’s when Elena, seeing the bright red blood flow
from her first-born and favorite child, pulled a kitchen knife out
of the cupboard drawer and shoved it into her son’s hand as he
grappled with his father.  Younger and stronger as a result of
years of weightlifting and playing handball, Gene pinned his taller
father against the peeling white refrigerator door.  He could
feel the older man’s wine-scented breath pulsing against his left
temple as the cold ivory handle of the worn chef’s knife
electrified his palm. 

“Kill him!  Kill him!  I can’t take this anymore from
him!  Kill the son of a bitch,” Elena was shouting, and Gene,
almost automatically, as if unable to resist her urgent plea, felt
his arm rise menacingly above his head. For an instant, his eye
caught a glimpse of the glimmering steel blade momentarily
motionless in the light of the bare kitchen bulb less than two feet
above it.  Talk about Oedipus.  This was a classic with
Gene in the starring role and with a spotlight over his
head! 

Fortunately, he didn’t kill his father that twenty-eight day of
November, the same day that his wife was commemorating her
twenty-fourth birthday, because when the knife plunged downward,
Victor, street-wise and tough in his own right, having spent almost
all of the fifty-two years of his life in Harlem, side-stepped the
potentially lethal blow and escaped the fate of his famous literary
counterpart Laius.  The instrument of possible  patricide
only partially grazed Gene’s father’s shoulder.

 Meanwhile Mikey was trying to shield his teen-aged younger
brother, Lenny, from the struggling men and the baby was screaming
in Ginny’s arms after she had snatched her out of the wooden high
chair Elena had borrowed from a neighbor.  By this time,
furious, frightened and fed up with his family’s harassment, Victor
fled from the flat wearing only the clothes he had donned for
Thanksgiving dinner, and was never seen or heard from again.

 For the next seven years Gene was obsessed with two
questions: Was his father dead or alive; and what the hell had he
been up to all his life?

It was a difficult period of time for Elena, who after thirty
years as a housewife, was forced to get a job to support her
youngest son.  Lenny, now fifteen was already manifesting some
of the disturbances one might expect from an adolescent who
regularly witnessed these kinds of proceedings.  Three years
later, unable to get a job after high school graduation and
drifting aimlessly, he managed to fool a military psychiatrist
during his physical exam and became a private in the United States
Air Force.   Six months later he was in a psychiatric
hospital at Eglin Air Force Base after undergoing a complete
psychotic breakdown.

 

 

Seven years after her husband’s departure, friends advised Elena
to apply for Victor’s insurance policy death benefit, and so she
had asked Gene to contact the Prudential Insurance Company. 
That’s when he had spoken to Ed Haynes and made today’s
appointment.

Gene casually watched most of the people who went by but
carefully scrutinized every better-dressed adult male who rose,
submarine-like, from the subway entrance, as he attempted to figure
out if each was the one who could tell him if his father had died
during the past seven years.  The passersby, hunched forward,
straining against the wind, evoked unpleasant associations in him
of earlier times, in a city where everything he became involved in
had seemed to be a struggle against hostile forces.  It’s not
that he was paranoid, although sometimes he gave that impression,
but rather he felt alienated like someone on the outside, looking
in.

He had phoned Ginny, before he left school and told her he would
not be home before seven or eight o’clock, because it was almost a
two-hour drive back out to their apartment in Port Jefferson during
rush hour.  Although he had been born in Manhattan and had
worked there for years he hated it now, and went in to the city
only when it was unavoidable.  New York City held nothing but
depressing memories for him, life in a crowded tenement with his
parents and two younger brothers, long rides on filthy subways and
menial jobs, so that now, he stayed as far away from it as he
could.

If the guy showed up, what kind of information could he possibly
have? Legal documents or letters Victor had written?  Gene had
never seen much of his father’s handwriting—a signature maybe—but
nothing of length or substance.  As far as he knew, although
Victor was literate, he had never written a letter to anyone, so,
it wouldn’t be letters.  Could he have been in prison during
his absence?  Victor, so covert and uncommunicative, could
have been involved in anything, including crime.  But wouldn’t
that have provided them with money rather than deprived them? 
An elevator operator most of his life, he could have been connected
to some racket—many of them were.  For most of the years
before his disappearance the Old Man had been constantly in debt to
loan sharks, so deeply in fact, that at times they threatened his
life, and once they even tried to kidnap Lenny as he walked home
from kindergarten.  After Victor had left home and his job, he
may have needed to support himself illegally and gotten caught.

That could possibly be it.  Maybe he had spent the last
seven years in jail and had died there. Maybe Haynes was going to
show him copies of prison documents or records.

Gene blamed himself for not being able to find answers to the
questions that would have prevented the destruction of the family,
especially because he and his two younger brothers, all
intellectually gifted, initially chose to follow in the footsteps
of this lying, failure of a man.

At thirty-three, Gene Geminni was more than ten years older than
the average first-year teacher.  He already had two children
of his own and often felt that he’d wasted most of the fifteen
years since high school graduation.  He blamed his father for
that.  Although people said he looked much younger, he felt
that he had a lot of catching up to do, and hanging around shabby
Manhattan street corners waiting for answers to questions about the
father he had ceased to love in childhood made him feel even more
resentful of the Old Man than ever before.

 

A man in a business suit carrying a black leather briefcase was
climbing up the subway stairs and his black ill-fitting garments
made him look like an insurance type to Gene.  Maybe this was
the person from the claims department with whom he had spoken
several times on the telephone during the last week about paying
the $4500 death benefit to his mother. The man was staring at him
also, as if he was wondering the same thing.

 “Mr. Geminni?”  The guy was smiling as he approached
him in his rumpled, black business suit. 

“Yeah.”  He replied.  “Ed Haynes?”

“Right.  Sorry I’m a little late, but you know the subways
at 5:30.”  It was the unassailable New York City excuse for
tardiness. 

“That’s Okay.  I just got here a few minutes ago,” Gene
lied.  He’d actually been there over half-an-hour because he
couldn’t wait to find out what information Haynes had
uncovered.

“Well, sorry to be so abrupt, but this is a pretty
straightforward procedure.  Let’s step over into that doorway
and get out of this wind,” Haynes said as he unbuckled his
briefcase and took out a thick manila envelope, which he tucked
under his armpit while he rubbed his long manicured fingers
together to warm them. 

“Boy it’s cold for March, isn’t it?  I hope it warms up by
Easter, don’t you?”  Haynes was killing time as he fumbled
with briefcase, envelope and cold fingers all the while sizing up
Gene whose demeanor was decidedly impatient, if not agitated.

“I don’t think it’s all that bad.  Just a little wind,”
Gene said tersely, displaying a sort of macho pride he had acquired
after having lived until recently on the shores of Lake Erie with
its brutal winters and regular two-foot snowfalls.  Ever since
he and Ginny had moved there ten years ago, enduring harsh winters
that sometimes began in early October and lasted until Memorial
Day, Gene was unsympathetic to anyone who complained about some
wind and temperatures that were above freezing.  
Moreover, he had driven fifty miles to see what Haynes' briefcase
contained, and not to listen to him fret about a little
wind.  

The recessed entrance of the closed furniture store provided
enough of a windbreak to allow Haynes to open the envelope and
withdraw its contents which Gene quickly noted were not documents
or letters, as he had speculated, but a stack of seven-by-ten
glossy photos which the agent promptly turned face down. 

All you have to do is look at some pictures of a few people that
I have here and tell me if you recognize any of them,” Haynes said,
“Just say ‘yes’ or ‘no’”,  and he proceeded to turn them face
up one by one. 

Unexpectedly Gene found himself staring at portraits, and his
breath caught momentarily as he looked at the first one.  He
was viewing morgue shots; photos taken from above a table where a
corpse lay facing the camera with a white sheet covering the body
up to the neck. 

Many people are repelled by looking at the dead and even in
photographs some feel a desire to turn away, and Gene was no
exception.  As Haynes slowly removed each top photo and
revealed the mystery that lay behind it, Gene’s heart rate
increased noticeably and an overwhelming sense of dread mounted in
his chest.

“No,” he announced to each exposure, shaking his head and
wishing he hadn’t agreed to do this; he was feeling squeamish about
looking at close up photographs of stiffs!  Some of them bore
bruises and injuries that had been the result of their often
violent deaths as accident or murder victims.  Their faces
still exhibited the expressions of their final emotions, and looked
very different from the cosmetically altered features of the
deceased he had seen in funeral parlors.  He felt a sense of
guilt, as if he was spying on the final evidence of lives that had
lasted for decades, lives with histories and dramas and dreams that
were now being dismissed with no more than a perfunctory
“No.”  He recalled Shelley’s words from Ozymandias about the
passions that remained “stamped on these lifeless things.”

“Nope.”  This guy looked nothing at all like his
father.  Some old derelict from the Bowery no doubt.  He
was trying to appear casual and not look disgusted but it was hard
to do because the old drunk was still drooling saliva from his
sagging lower lip when the shutter had been snapped.  Gene was
now sweating despite the temperature, but he kept his eyes glued to
the stack in Hayne’s hands and he shook his head repeatedly after
viewing the first dozen pictures of complete strangers.

“Who were they?  Where and how had they died?” he was
thinking as Haynes wordlessly repeated the flipping  maneuver
like a card player dealing and burying cards in slow motion, and
after each, Gene almost ritually chanted, “No.”

 And then, there was no mistaking it.  It was
Victor!  Eyes closed, handsome Latin face with a deep cleft in
the chin, mustache still intact, curly hair askew over his brow,
and without question, Victor Geminni, his father.  For a
moment he stared aghast at the close up picture of the man who had
been the object of his most intense emotions since shortly after he
had been born thirty-three years ago in a Manhattan hospital. 
And now he knew it was over.  Victor was out of his life and
the lives of the others, his mother and his two brothers, forever,
and would never again influence the direction that his own life
would take, as he had for most of those thirty-three
years. 

For several seconds he could only think, “How should I be
reacting?  Should I cry?  Should I show how badly I
feel?”  He wondered about the appropriate way to behave at
this moment in his life when one of the two direct causes of his
earthly presence was discovered to no longer exist?  Was he
being callous?  Was it his own fault that there had been no
loving bond between himself and his father, his “Daddy” as he had
called him in his childhood, the name he had screamed as they
wheeled him into the operating room at the hospital when he was
about to have his tonsils removed at four years of age?  Why
had he called out to Victor and not to his mother, to rescue him
from the people in the white clothes who were taking him
away?  He must have loved him then.

Years later his mother had told him that Victor had gone into a
depression after that incident, unable to bear the screaming of his
tiny son, “Daddy, Daddy,” over and over as they pushed the crib
down the hospital corridor to the operating room.  
Wasn’t that evidence that love had existed once even if it seemed
to have evaporated in later years?  Was he guilty of having
suppressed and denied his father his rightful due, or was there no
obligation to care about those who did not intentionally nurture
that love?  As he had often done before when confronted with
the issue of his feelings about his father, Gene forcibly shoved
them out of his consciousness and concentrated instead on the
mundane task before him, the task that accompanies most of the
major events of people’s lives these days—filling out the
forms. 

He felt a momentary urge to cry but instead forced himself to
exhibit little emotion as he provided the answers to the questions
on the two white sheets that had to be completed and which he
signed on the bottom as it rested on the black leather bag Haynes
was holding in front of him.  When the initial reaction had
passed he had only a sense of relief or finality, and as he thought
of how he would tell his mother about the results of today’s
meeting he silently predicted that she would probably react in much
the same way.

To his surprise, he became aware of a strong curiosity,
curiosity about the fact that Victor had always carried a silver
tag on his key chain, which said, “I am a Catholic.  In case
of an accident or illness, please call a priest.”  He wondered
if whoever had been summoned to wherever he had been when he died,
had seen the tag and complied with the request.  Had Victor
received the Last Rites?  Had he believed that a priest’s
presence during his final moments would enable him to gain entrance
to heaven?  Did he think about the life he had led and believe
he was a good Catholic? Gene spent a lot of time speculating about
other people’s beliefs and often sneering at them.  He sneered
at a great many of the ideas of his fellow humans past or
present.  As far as Gene was concerned, the hypothetical
spiritual circumstances of Victor’s last moments didn’t matter
because he had long since himself abandoned any beliefs in God,
religious rituals or the concept of a soul, but still he found
himself speculating about what his father’s last metaphysical
experience had been like.

“Do you know how he died,” Gene asked? 

“You’ll receive a report from the City in a few weeks as soon as
I file these papers about locating his next of kin.  Kinda
tough to find out about your father’s death like this, isn’t it?”
Haynes offered sympathetically.  “You okay?”

“I’m okay, just wondering how his last moments were spent. 
Who was with him? Where he was.  Stuff like that.”

“I always feel that whenever they’re apart from the family, even
though you never know how things were, God’s with them, and He’s
the one that counts.”

In an instant, Gene’s appreciation of Haynes’ apparent attempt
at sympathy turned to annoyance as he sensed what was on the man’s
mind.  He’d heard it so many times before that he could
predict it coming, but he forced himself to politely accept the
man’s comforting remark saying, “I appreciate your assurance that
my father wasn’t alone.”

“Oh my, no one is ever alone.  He takes the soul of each
person and sees that it goes to heaven if they deserve to.  If
they’re right with Jesus, you know.”  

“I suppose so,” Gene said attempting to sound appreciative, but
he was really trying to avoid getting into a philosophical
argument.  It reminded him of the discussions he’d had over
twenty years ago with his boyhood friends.  The only thing
that had changed was the street corner and the presence of Ed
Haynes.

           
Gene was an atheist, and although he was neither a theologian nor a
philosopher, he usually was ready to get into a stimulating
discussion on theology or metaphysics, with anyone who had a
spiritual view. But this one would have to wait for another day, so
he shook Ed Haynes’ hand and walked toward his car dreading the
long drive through the Manhattan madness that lay ahead of him, his
mind now short-circuiting like a tangled mass of disconnected
electrical wires.  As the six northbound lanes of First Avenue
squeezed into the two that led the daily deserters down the slope
of the Midtown Tunnel entrance into the mud under the East River,
his attention to the traffic around him was interrupted by the
thought, “My father is Dead,”…   and he found himself
crying.










THE ASTRONOMER


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 

THE ASTRONOMER

 

“How did it go with the insurance agent?” Ginny asked anxiously
as Gene walked into their tiny kitchen. 

“Well, there’s no doubt about it. I can hardly believe it. My
father is dead.  I saw a picture of him lying on a morgue
slab, and I couldn’t get it out of my mind all the way home.” 
Gene slumped into a vinyl-padded chair in front of the
Formica-topped table that occupied two-thirds of the floor space in
the kitchen of their garden apartment in Port Jefferson. 
Ginny wrapped her arms around him from behind and whispered softly,
“You sort of expected that didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I guess so, but it’s still a shock.  I wonder how my
mother will take it when I tell her.”

“Let me call Mom,” Ginny said tenderly, “I’ll tell her she can
finally close the door on that chapter of her life.  She’ll be
able to handle it.”

Ginny and Elena had an exceptionally close relationship for
in-laws, and Elena had accepted the shiksa, as some of her
neighbors referred to Ginny, with the same affection she showed
toward her Jewish nieces, or would have shown toward a daughter, if
she had had one. Elena could not have cared less that her son had
fallen in love with an Italian girl, and they were able to talk to
each other, honestly and caringly, so when Ginny gently disclosed
the news that Gene had obtained from his meeting with the insurance
agent, Elena took it stoically, even with relief, after years of
pain and uncertainty, saying only, “Good riddance” as Ginny
recounted Gene’s meeting with Ed Haynes.  Now it was up to her
to make a new life for herself and Lenny, who was still struggling
with his feelings of being abandoned by Victor.  “I’ll tell
Mikey the next time he calls home.  I hear from him every once
in a while.”

The drive home from Manhattan had been a blur and his thoughts
had kept returning to the picture of Victor on the slab.  As
the traffic thinned out on the Long Island Expressway, the glowing
skyscrapers became merely tall buildings, which soon shrank to the
dimly lit one- and two-story structures of Nassau County allowing
the stars to become visible in the now black sky.  Victor’s
morgue shot seemed to be pasted on the windshield in front of him
and at times was framed by the constellation Gemini in the eastern
sky which because of the similarity to the family name always had a
special meaning to him—a significance that was also related to an
incident which had occurred when he was four years old.

Gene had been walking with his father and mother eastward along
dark and deserted Ninety-ninth Street in Harlem toward the subway
on 103rd Street and Lexington Avenue.  It was late and the
family had lingered around the table in the dining room of Grandma
Geminni, on her fiftieth birthday, about two weeks before
Christmas.  Although most of the Geminni family still lived in
the old Harlem neighborhood, Victor and his wife Elena had moved to
the Bronx shortly after Gene was born, to the same neighborhood
where his brother Louis had a small apartment, and after family
gatherings on Sundays and holidays they had to walk the
half-a-dozen blocks to the subway, and take the long, clanking ride
up to Hunts Point.

Little Gene was holding his mother’s hand and Victor, as usual,
was walking a few paces ahead.  In the black corridor of sky
between the tenement roofs above them, a fireball streaked toward
the East River, its brilliance and luminous tail startling the
three of them, and for a moment they thought that what they had
seen was a skyrocket or a flare.  But it was December and not
July, so that it was very unlikely that what they had just
witnessed was some sort of fireworks display which in New York City
were usually ignited only on Independence Day. 

“My God!  What was that?” Elena asked in alarm.  And
Victor, in his typically aloof and detached manner, announced, “Oh,
it was just a falling star.”  Little Gene eagerly pressing his
father asked, “Where is it going to fall down, Daddy?” and Victor,
bluffing, said with his same curt, detached assurance—and air of
finality, “Somewhere in China.”  For Victor, that was a
detailed explanation, and was characteristic of his demeanor toward
his wife and child, brief, to the point, and not affectionate.

But it was to that momentary visual apparition that Gene would
later trace his awareness of the cosmos and his love for the
science of astronomy, possibly even a significant aspect of his
personality, because whenever he stood under the brilliant canopy
of the night sky he relived the feeling of mystery and awe that had
filled his body as he walked through the cold, dark street that
night, tightly gripping his mother’s hand, and trying to imagine
this “falling star” speeding through the heavens and landing
“somewhere in China”; which to him, at four, meant the other end of
the world. 

Thus, Gene came to believe, was formed his weltanschauung. 
Why had that memory persisted throughout his life?  Of all the
myriad events and experiences involved in growing up, why did this
brief, few seconds remain imprinted in his mind?  Did he
become a prototypical atheist in that instant when the infinity of
the cosmos was briefly presented to him?  And as a precocious
child, already asking questions that were beyond the intellectual
and educational level of his parents (who had barely completed
grade school) could that phantasm have been the impetus to his
lifetime of conflict and exteriority?   

Ten years later in a high school astronomy textbook he had
read … ”The Geminid meteor shower takes place each year around
December 13 and to observers of the night sky is one of nature’s
most thrilling astronomical displays.  It is called the
‘Geminids’ because the meteors appear to emanate from the
constellation Gemini whose two brightest stars are named after the
mythical twins Castor and Pollux.   Meteor showers occur
when the earth’s majestic elliptical orbit intersects with a swarm
of cosmic debris, usually the remains of a comet that has been
coursing through space for eons. The result is a celestial
rendezvous that is inevitable, beautiful and romantic.  The
Chinese believe that the Gemini twins are associated with the dual
forces of nature, yin and yang.” At times he wondered if that night
on the Harlem street had been his rendezvous with his eventual
philosophy of life, his destiny, if there was such a thing.

In the year that he entered first grade Elena had agreed to buy
a set of encyclopedias from a very persuasive door-to-door
salesman.   “If you want your son to grow up to be
something like a doctor or lawyer he needs an encyclopedia,” the
salesman insisted and then proceeded to talk her   into
signing a lengthy contract for a dollar-a-month. Opening his
briefcase thereupon immediately presented her with the first
dollar’s worth, “Volume I, A-Ba”, which she promptly hid in a
bureau drawer beneath her underwear lest Victor see it and scream
at her for wasting his money on junk.  But little Gene knew
where it was and he frequently sneaked it out of the drawer to gaze
in fascination at the sketches and photographs of the individual
planets, the solar system, and the universe as astronomers knew it
to be then; and it even had a picture of a “falling star” which his
mother told him that the book said was a meteor.

It was the only volume they ever received, because Victor found
it, flew into a rage and forbade her to spend his hard earned money
on any more of them.  But little Gene wasn’t too disappointed,
because he had discovered in that one volume a fascinating world
beyond his home on earth which he came to gradually understand more
thoroughly over the next few years.   He was especially
delighted to find that his family’s name was like one of the
constellations and he felt a mystical connection in that
coincidence although he never could articulate it. 

As his reading abilities grew he read and reread all the
material under the heading of “Astronomy,” and by third grade he
wrote a nine-page essay, based largely on that section of the
volume, and some books he had taken home from the local library,
which he entitled “The Magic Heavens.” His teacher Mr. Horowitz
wrote on it,”I would like to encourage you to go to college and
become an astronomer some day.”  As he walked home that
afternoon excitedly clutching the manuscript, he read and reread
the teacher’s words with pride and enthusiasm wanting to show it to
his parents, but deciding instead to stop off at his Uncle Louis’
apartment and see if he was home to share it with him. When Gene
walked into the apartment, Louis was listening to the radio, and
some political analysts were discussing a famous and widely quoted
speech by then President Franklin D. Roosevelt.  Louis
motioned him to wait a moment and sit down in the chair opposite
him while he continued listening to the pundits’ final comments.
During the closing discussion, Gene heard one of the commentators
mention that FDR had said, “this generation of Americans has a
rendezvous with destiny.”  

“What’s destiny, Uncle Louis?” the boy asked when the program
had ended.

“It’s like what has to happen to you.  Like it’s written in
the stars or something.”

“Wow, that’s what I came to show you.  My term paper is all
about the stars.”

 “Well, it’s not exactly the same thing, but let’s see the
paper.”

 

Do the events surrounding a person’s birth determine his or her
destiny?  Astrologers certainly think so, and many religions
hold to the belief that there are certain “signs” which appear at
birth that are portents of the life to be led by an individual.
This is a very fortunate circumstance for those who write
literature since so many of the best stories come from these
predictions, characters with prestigious titles like “Astrologer to
the King” or “The Oracle at Delphi”.  But fortunately, there
are also those who do not believe in this possibility, scientists
and scientifically oriented people like Gene’s favorite Uncle,
Louis.  Uncle Louis was a scientist at heart, but not the
formally educated kind like the ones you hear on the radio. 
Uncle Louis hadn’t gotten beyond eighth grade, but he thought like
a scientist.  His favorite question was “Who the fuck says
so?”

No matter what the subject, Louis Geminni invariably asked the
question.  In family gatherings it was simply “Who says
so?”  But little Gene overheard him many times state it in its
more complete form when Uncle Louis thought there were no women or
children present. And he couldn’t wait for the day when he was old
enough to say it just like Uncle Louis did.

Louis was the youngest of six Geminni sons and a daughter, Mary,
who despite his lack of education demonstrated the spirit of free
inquiry that was somewhat rare in Italian neighborhoods of the
1930’s.  Short, handsome and muscularly built, Louis was
Little Gene’s idol.  In many ways Gene resembled him, and if
the first few years were any indication, he was going to be small
in stature like his favorite uncle.  But Louis was a voracious
reader, and he could speak fairly intelligently on many subjects
like politics and religion, which are the contexts in which his
favorite question usually emerged.  Once when they were riding
in Louis’ old Chevy coup on the way to Rockaway for some fishing,
Uncle Louis asked him, “So whaddaya wanna be when you grow
up?”  Without hesitating Gene’s answer was, “I wanna be like
you.” 

“I didn’t say who do you wanna be like.  I said what do you
wanna be.  A cop maybe; a fireman. What?” 

“Is there such a job as studying about the stars?”

“Yeah I think so.  They call them astronomers, but you
gotta go to college, you know?  I wish I went to college.”

After a few minutes, Louis couldn’t resist asking, “Why do you
wanna be like me?  Don’t you wanna be like your father?”

“No, he never explains anything to me like you do.  Anyway,
I like the way you don’t listen to what anybody else says. 
You always ask them to prove it.  I like to do that too!”

Unlike most Italian families there was a lack of theistic
emphasis among the Geminnis.  It’s hard to say which came
first, the fact that all of the siblings married outside of the
faith, or that some familial quality impelled them to marry
non-Catholics.  In any case it was a potentially fertile
environment for a freethinker to flourish in if only because there
was so little competition for ideology.  Gene was unaware of
this, of course, but in his admiration for Uncle Louis and his
manifest desire to emulate him, he was establishing a basic element
of his adult personality, although it would not begin to
crystallize for a decade.  Other than Uncle Louis, there were
no intellectual figures or influences in Gene’s childhood that he
could remember, but somehow there began to develop in him a
lifelong curious, inquiring, even skeptical tendency.  
It was as if he had come from Missouri because he had a “show me”
attitude.










LET MY PEOPLE GO


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

LET MY PEOPLE GO

 

Gene looked up from his seat at Miss Shaw’s poised baton during
his third grade music class awaiting the cue to begin singing “Go
down Moses … ,” and as the slender wooden dowel danced in her
scrawny fingers, he chorused lustily along with the rest of the
Protestants, Catholics and Jews, “… tell ol’ pharaoh …
.” 

Gene had seen Negroes singing spirituals in the movies, and so
while his curly head was bobbing to the rhythm, the brain inside
that head was reasoning that maybe the lyrics were about Negroes,
including Moses, so when the singing was done, he raised his hand
and innocently asked of the tight-lipped old maid, “Miss Shaw, was
Moses a Negro?”

Euphemia R. Shaw had decided in 1933 that the public schools
could benefit from her moral guidance and so she had left her
position in a convent elementary school to join the faculty of P.S.
48 in the somewhat curious dual-role of science and music
teacher.   When she wasn’t telling the kids why the robin
had a red breast, she taught them the only music she felt was worth
having children sing; hymns, English translations of religious
arias from Cavalleria Rusticana and spirituals.

In the startled silence following Gene’s question, Mike Scalise
and Danny Vitona exchanged glances and smirks which presaged the
storm they knew was about to erupt, and Jerry Congdon slumped down
in his front row seat since he was directly in line with the
whip-like maple shaft, which was occasionally employed as a weapon
by the most feared teacher in the entire elementary
school. 

As their biblically ignorant classmate’s question hit the
sensitive nerve of the ex-convent teacher the class prepared for
the devastating harangue that they knew had to be coming. 
Virginia Hassler put her tiny hand to her mouth to stifle the gasp
she could barely control and Esther Leventhal dropped her face to
the wooden desktop and clasped her hands over her ears to shut out
the punishing scorn she feared was about to assault her secret
idol, Gene Geminni.

 “WHAT?”  The defender of Christianity screamed as she
almost spat out her complete set of false teeth onto the desktop of
the kid in the seat to the left of Jerry Congdon.  The gold
rims of her spectacles framed her dilated steel-gray eyes as they
bore into the countenance of the startled Gene, who had no idea
that his question bordered on sacrilege to the Irish-Catholic
spinster.  She was in moral shock as she indignantly took two
swift strides to stand over the embarrassed heathen and demanded,
“What do you mean was Moses a Negro?  What kind of a question
is that?”  By now, Mike, Danny and Jerry were nearly prostrate
with a mixture of terror, hysteria and relief that they were not
the targets of Miss Shaw’s legendary rage.  Turning to the
rest of the kids, she huffed, “You see, class, what happens when a
boy is raised without religion?  He doesn’t know the basic
facts about the greatest people in history.”  Most of the kids
were snickering and Gene felt the burning in his ears spreading
down his cheeks and to his throat and neck.  Miss Shaw
continued, the string of pearls bouncing up and down on her bodice
as she explained to the stunned infidel, “No, Mr. Smart Alec, Moses
wasn’t a Negro.  He was one of the most important men in the
Bible, and ALL the people in the Bible were white!  Do you
understand that?  You come to my room after school, Mr. Wise
Guy, and we’ll see if we can’t teach you a few things about the
Bible.”  The principle of the separation of church and state
was not a widely discussed political issue in lower-class Bronx
neighborhoods in those days, and it obviously was not a
preoccupation of Miss Euphemia R. Shaw.

 

After school when he reported to Miss Shaw’s room she taught him
a good lesson about the Bible.  As he timidly entered the
virgin paragon’s home room she wordlessly motioned him to the desk
directly in front of hers by pointing one bony finger at the center
of the scarred oak rectangle.  Her eyes bore into him as the
penitent sat stiffly, hands folded neatly in acquiescence alongside
his books and pencils, as she opened his assignment book and
ordered, “Mr. Geminni, write in your notebook  ‘Moses was not
a Negro.  Moses was white’ and you take it home and copy it
500 times for homework.  Maybe then it will sink into your
skull.”

For a moment Gene felt a sense of relief at the lightness of the
sentence until the female monarch added the words “Now stand over
there by the sink in the corner while I fix something for you to
wear.”

Opening the closet door next to the rust-stained enameled sink
she withdrew two letter-sized sheets of thick white drawing paper
and taking a black crayon from the top shelf, she painstakingly
drew a large cross in the center of each stiff card, neatly
blackening the inch-wide bars of the carefully sketched
cruciform.   Removing the lid from a small silver-metal
box that she took from her side desk drawer, she selected four long
hemming pins which glinted like stilettos under the harsh light of
her desk lamp, and carefully pinned the top corners of each
rectangle to the front and back of his worn woolen jacket. 
“Now you make sure you don’t take them off until you get home,” she
threatened and tugging at the corner of his jacket collar she
shoved him out the door of her ad hoc inquisitional
chamber. 

Stinging humiliation overwhelmed Gene as he walked through the
corridors of the school past other teachers and students, whose
eyes were all drawn to the impromptu icons of Christian love
dangling from the conscience-smitten shoulders of the
eight-year-old apostate.  Following his tortured progress with
a mixture of bewilderment and amusement, they whispered querulously
to each other and speculated about the symbolic pilgrimage passing
before them as Gene, weeping, slunk out the front door of the
building and down the long street past tenement buildings and dingy
row-houses to the apartment that he and the rest of the Geminni
clan called home.  He didn’t tear off the greatest symbols of
human suffering and compassion known to Western civilization until
he was right outside his apartment door, and he stood there for a
long time wondering what transgression he had committed that day
and if he would ever understand religion.

The “Moses” incident taught him a lot of things that he never
forgot.  The first was that many people didn’t think too much
of someone who didn’t go to church or was of mixed parentage. 
He also learned that some people who become teachers really don't
like kids, especially smart ones who asked questions.  But
mostly he learned to hate some people intensely with a passion to
avenge himself, and he learned to always remember to get
even. 

Years later as a high school student hanging out on a street
corner with some sympathetic friends who shared his feelings about
Miss Shaw, he got the idea of calling her home telephone number
which he had obtained from a pay phone directory and called it late
at night getting her out of bed.  The guys all crowded around
the phone in order to hear her when she mumbled a sleepy “Hello,”
and then at Gene’s cue they chorused loudly into the mouthpiece,
“MISS SHAW, FUCK YOU!”  The Bible lesson seemed not to have
produced the desired effect.

     

As he got older, some of the pain connected to his mixed
parentage seemed to ameliorate as he discovered an advantage to
being half-Italian-Catholic and half-Russian-Jewish, although at
first it was a big part of the pain.  Gene found that he was
often in a position to obtain insights into each ethnic group that
its own members never got, and he heard so much more of their
genuine undisguised feelings about the others. When he was in a
group that was composed completely of Italians who were either
unaware of his ancestry or assumed he identified himself as Italian
and felt as they did, they spoke candidly about the Jews in front
of Gene making contemptuous references to that  “cheap Jew” or
that “greedy Kike.” Likewise, when he found himself among a group
of Jews who were equally unsuspecting about his mixed background or
forgot about it, they were similarly unabashed in openly expressing
their contempt, although sometimes they were a bit more
subtle.  At parties, they merrily sang songs like “Shikker iz
a goy,”and they were smugly liberal in making their sneering
general references to the “goyim.”   Once he’d heard them
describe one of his neighbors as that “lousy shiksa slut” and one
of his friend’s Jewish father screamed at his son, right in front
of Gene as if he were invisible, to “stop using those dirty little
Dago gestures” when he caught the boy giving what he called the
“Italian salute.”  Gene was learning how each half of him was
regarded by the other half’s ethnic group and it left him feeling
confused and alienated as if he were an unwanted stranger, …
and he didn’t like the feeling. 

Accompanying this alienation, however, was a rising sense of
superiority, of being above it, because he was not evaluating the
others by their last names or their parents’ choice of
religion.  In fact, he found that he liked or disliked people
because of the way they treated him or others and for no other
reason.  He was also learning something equally
important.  He was learning about the flimsy structure of
beliefs that infiltrated the attitudes of even his closest
friends.   How they were convinced and helped to convince
each other that their silliest statements could be justified as
long as it had the sanction of religious authority.  
Sometimes when he accompanied his Catholic buddies as they went to
confession on Fridays after school, he found himself learning a lot
about their attitudes regarding their own beliefs than they
themselves knew. 

“What did you confess in there,” he asked of one of his best
friends, staunch Irish-Catholic Jerry Keegan as he accompanied four
Catholic buddies as they headed home from confession at Saint
Anthony’s Church. 

“I told him about lying to my mother and, you know, whatever I
did wrong this week.”

 “Did you tell him about jerking-off?” 

 “Yeah.”

 “You did?  What did he say?”

 “He said to don’t do it anymore, and to say three Hail
Marys and three Our Fathers.”

 “So does that mean you don’t have any sins on your soul
right now?”  They had discussed this before, and Gene knew
that they all felt pure and ready for heaven if they should be
killed on the walk home.

“We all do, except you.  If a car hit the four of us and
killed us all right now, we’d all go to heaven and you’d go to
Hell,” Rocky chimed in.

 “When you told him that you wouldn’t jerk off any more did
you mean it?” he asked ignoring Rocky’s comment.

 “Well I did at the moment.”

 “But you told me you jerk off every day, and you probably
will tonight too, so what good does it do to confess something and
get pardoned and then know you’re gonna go and do it again?”

 “What counts is that you mean it at the time when you
confess it to the priest.”

 “What happens if you kill somebody and then you confess it
to the priest the night before they put you in the electric
chair?"

 “You go to heaven.”

 “How can that be?”

 “When you confess you get absolution,” Jerry recited, “and
that’s all that counts.”  At that point Ernie Nussbaum came
around the corner toward them and Gene, both relieved and delighted
to have another potential target for his friends to take aim at,
drew him into the debate asking,  “What about Jewish
people?  What about Ernie?  Is he going to Hell if a car
hits us all right now?”  Cupping his hands to his mouth, he
called down the street, “Hey Ernie, come here and listen to this if
you know what’s good for you!”

Ernie’s appearance bolstered Gene’s confidence because not only
was Ernie one of the more devout Jews in the neighborhood, but he
was also one of the biggest and strongest of the gang.  He was
well liked and easy-going until someone got him angry and then no
one wanted to take him on.  As Ernie approached the group,
Gene shouted tauntingly, “Hey Ern, These guys claim that if we all
get killed right now that you and I go to Hell.” 

 “Who says so?” Ernie asked.

 “The Pope says so, that’s who,” was Jerry’s retort.

 “Well the Jewish people don’t believe in Hell,” said Ernie
trying to sound rabbinical, “So it doesn’t matter what the Pope
says.  It doesn’t apply to us.” 

 “Well Father Coughlin says if you die with unconfessed
sins on your soul, you go to Hell and that’s all there is to it.”
This appeared to be Jerry’s ultimate pronouncement, spoken with an
almost theological air, but Gene was not about to surrender to
counterfeit Papal authority, and offered his final gambit. “What
about babies born in Africa to Ubangis?  They never even heard
of confession.  You mean to tell me they all go to Hell?”

“Yeah, that’s not fair,” Ernie chimed in
compassionately. 

 “That’s their tough luck,” said Jerry with finality and
Ernie whose parents had warned him about arguing religion with
goyim found that he was being drawn in to this discussion against
his better judgment, largely because of Gene’s insistence on
arguing, so he therefore joined the ecumenical coalition and Gene
found himself busy fending off the punches his good friends were
delivering to his skinny biceps and the knuckles they were rubbing
into his scalp to shut him up. 

“Well,” Gene thought, as he dodged their half-hearted blows, “if
it’s all so illogical, what does all of this religion stuff really
mean?”  It was not the last question he would ask on that
sublime and mysterious subject.

 

 

Gene fell in love for the first time early that summer with his
classmate Esther Leventhal and he knew she really liked him
too.  After school Gene would change clothes and run out to
play with the other kids, and he always managed to pair up with
Esther.  One day her mother, carrying a bag of groceries,
passed the twelve-year-old couple sitting on the tenement stoop
playing checkers, and she said coldly to Esther, “It’s time to come
upstairs.  You have homework to do.”

“But Ma, It’s only four o’clock.”

“Don’t answer me back!  Come upstairs, I said.”  It
was clear to Gene from the mother’s tone that homework was not her
main concern.

Esther, picked up her checker set and dutifully followed her
mother saying to Gene, “I don’t have a lot to do, so I’ll be down
as soon as I finish.”

But once they were out of earshot, Mrs. Leventhal exploded,
“What are you doing with treyf?  I don’t want you playing with
him any more.  Play with your own kind.  When you finish
your homework, you’ll go down and you’ll tell him you can’t play
with him and you’ll come right back up.  Do you
understand?  Listen to me.  Do you want me to tell your
father?”

“But Mama, his mother is Jewish,” Esther protested.

“So what!  He doesn’t go to schul.  He’s not going to
be Bar Mitzvah.  I don’t want you with him.  That’s all
there is to it.”

And that’s all there was to it.  Although Esther was upset
with her mother’s decision, she also realized that her family was
terrified of the fact that even a childhood flirtation might end up
in a wedding. They could take no chance that there would ever be a
goy in the family, and she realized they were right.  Most of
her Jewish girlfriends were strongly discouraged from getting too
close to goyim, and it was well understood that this was a serious
transgression, so she wasn’t even apologetic when she said to Gene,
“I can only be friends with Jewish boys now that I’m getting
older.”

“What do you mean?” Gene cried in anguish.  Because he was
so fond of Esther, he couldn’t believe that she would dismiss him
so easily, especially for the reason she gave him, that he wasn’t
Jewish, and he experienced that feeling again, that he did not
belong—that he was an unwanted intruder.

So, the biggest disadvantage to his mixed ancestry, as far as he
was concerned, was never being fully accepted by either group as
one of them, and as a result he sometimes wished that he did have a
single unequivocal religious or ethnic affiliation.  He felt
at times like a man without a country, and in fact, the story by
that name by Edward Everett Hale became one of his favorites and
despite totally different circumstances from his, he strongly
identified with the protagonist Philip Nolan. 

It was the last classroom assignment before summer recess in
Miss Frankel’s seventh grade English class and she was reading
aloud.  Nolan had been sentenced to never see his country
again nor to hear her name for the rest of his life after shouting
in the courtroom during his trial for treason, "Damn the United
States! I wish I may never hear of the United States again!" Upon
conviction, Nolan’s wish becomes his sentence: to spend the rest of
his life on U. S. Naval vessels in exile, where no one was supposed
to say the name of the United States in front of him. Gene, still
naively patriotic felt that this was a horrible punishment and
became very emotionally involved in Miss Frankel’s presentation. He
leaned forward to hear how Nolan dealt with this severe retribution
for making a careless remark. 

The scene was the mess hall and Nolan was reading to his
shipmates from Sir Walter Scott’s “The Lay of the Last
Minstrel”.   When Miss Frankel came to the lines which
begin, “Breathes there the man, with soul so dead, Who never to
himself hath said, This is my own my native land!” Gene began to
feel a sense of sadness coming over him.  As Miss Frankel read
the last line, “… the wretch … shall go down to the vile dust
from whence he sprung, unwept, unhonored and unsung.” Gene was so
touched he had to flee the classroom in order to avoid humiliating
himself by his tears.  That evening alone in his room, he
memorized the entire poem.  As he sat there silently reciting
the words “… unwept, unhonored and unsung”, the tears again
streamed down his cheeks and he pictured himself being buried
alone, in a deserted and gloomy graveyard, with no one in
attendance except the grave diggers, with no “minstrel raptures
swell(ing)” and the intensity of the emotion aroused by his
adolescent fantasy of rejected and despised isolation forced him to
close the book and think about something else.  

Fortunately, several neighborhood women, including Elena, were
seated outside his window on wooden folding chairs discussing their
plans for the hot months ahead, and he actually found himself
interested in their conversation when he overheard Rose Wattenberg
saying, “So where are you going, Gertie?  Again to the
seashore?  Rockaway, maybe?”

“Nah, Rose.  It’s enough with the seashore already. 
Too hot.  Always with the sand.  I’m going to the
mountains.  My husband Sol’s friend knows a farmer, Harry
Appelbaum, who runs a nice place.”

“What kind of place are you talking about?” Gene heard his
mother ask Gertie.

“It’s a kuchelein.  You want to go?  Sol says it’s
very inexpensive.” A kuchelein was a boarding house where the women
and kids would rent a room for a month or two and have the use of a
large communal kitchen with many stoves.  Each family was
assigned a stove for cooking along with a cupboard and a table. It
all took place in a section of the Catskill Mountains called the
“Borscht Belt” or the “Jewish Alps” because most of the resorts and
residents there, including the world-famous “Grossinger’s” near
Liberty, New York, were Jewish. On Friday nights the husbands would
team up in car pools and ride the hundred miles up Route Seventeen
to (the ironically named) Sullivan County to spend the weekends
with their families.

When the idea was presented to Elena, she didn’t consider two
factors that were going to be problematic, because all she had on
her mind was that she just wanted to be able to do what the other
women did and “get away for awhile.”  The first factor was
that these enterprises were almost exclusively Jewish.  The
farms were owned by Jews and practically all the customers were
Jewish.  The second was that the other husbands made a lot
more money than Victor and some of them even owned cars.

Gene listened intently to the conversation and hoped his mother
would decide to go to a place in the country where he pictured
himself walking alone in the woods and climbing mountains.  He
imagined swimming in clear, cold rushing streams and even carrying
a rifle to hunt with.  He would be able to experience some of
the natural environments he had only read about in school books or
seen in the movies.  He forgot about Philip Nolan and the
isolation and loneliness of dying like an unknown soldier and
walked outside to find some of his friends whose mothers were
involved in the conversation in order to learn more about what they
did during their vacations in the mountains.

That evening Elena convinced Victor to let her go along with
Rose Wattenberg’s plan to spend four weeks at Harry Appelbaum’s
place, and while Victor was worried about how he’d come up with the
money to pay for it, he had a certain amount of satisfaction in
knowing that he’d be on his own for a few weeks. 

On Saturday, August 6, 1938, Sol Wattenberg, who owned his own
bagel delivery business, loaned Victor his 1935 black Packard
four-door-sedan to take Elena, Gene, Mikey who was now seven and
three-year-old Lenny to Harry Appelbaum’s farm.  Everything
they needed for four weeks in the country, including groceries were
stuffed into the car and early that morning they drove the hundred
miles to Bushville, New York on to a gravel road between the
villages of Monticello and Liberty, where Victor deposited his
family in the huge rambling wooden farmhouse-cum-boarding house
that was to be their home for a month. 

Within a few days of their arrival, Gene had an unexpected
surprise that also turned into a learning experience when Harry
Appelbaum found out that one of his adolescent boarders was half
Italian.  Thinking he was being generous, but displaying
instead his unconscious bias about non-Jews, Appelbaum asked him if
he wanted to work as a hired hand to help in the war effort. 
The U.S. Government was subsidizing farmers to compensate them for
employees who had been drafted into the armed forces, and it was an
opportunity for many of them to hire temporary help.  That
invitation revealed some unconscious beliefs on Harry’s part,
including the idea that Gene was different than the other
kids.  He never asked any of the Jewish boys whose parents
were his customers to work for him.

Gene accepted the offer though, because he was eager to earn
some money for himself and enjoyed the idea of learning to milk
cows and driving a hay wagon pulled by a pair of huge draft
horses.  He spent many hours with the regular full-time hired
hand, Gerhardt Schmidtt, an old German who had recently fled
Hitler’s Third Reich where he had lost his own farm during the
turmoil in the early days of World War Two. Schmidtt despised his
employer and the hordes of Jews that came to his farm each summer,
in part because he wanted the old place to remain a working farm,
and instead it was now catering to the whims of vacationing Jews.
“Smitty,” as everyone called him, took a liking to Gene, and one
day as he was showing him how to load hay into the hayloft of the
ramshackle old barn using pitchforks, he said, “Gene, you are good
and strong for a little guy. Dat’s because you are half Italian.”
Apparently Applebaum had found it necessary to inform his employee
of the complicated ethnic makeup of his young assistant. “You are
like a crossbred bull. You are not like those spoiled little Jew
kids who come to spend the summer in the mountains with their smart
aleck Kike mothers.” 

Gene was embarrassed because he didn’t know how to react to the
compliment mixed with the unintended insult to him that Smitty
believed he was leveling at the rest of the kids. “Because you have
Italian in you, you will grow up to be strong, because you are a
hybrid,” Smitty said. Apparently Smitty was aware of the advantages
of genetic hybridization, but was using it more to express his
social perspective rather than just in the biological sense. 
The bombardment of ethnic pride and prejudice that Gene encountered
that summer convinced him that it wasn’t a bad idea to conceal your
national and religious background from most people, …  
or else lie about it.

 

The summer that Gene worked for Harry Applebaum, the Goldberg
family arrived at the boarding house a week after he did. They had
a fourteen year-old daughter named Gloria who was an exceptionally
mature and beautiful young girl.  Every male, adult or
adolescent, including Gene, was enchanted with her lovely presence
as she pranced around the grounds in her cute sun outfits and tight
bathing suit. One Saturday afternoon when a group of adults and
children were bathing and sunning on the bank of the small pond
that had originally been dug as a cattle-watering hole, Gloria, who
was swimming alone in the water, began to show signs of being in
serious trouble about forty feet from the shore.  The pond was
no more than thirty-yards wide in any direction and less than six
feet deep in the middle, but Gloria, who had been trying to swim
from one side to the other, had overestimated her skill and
endurance, and in an instantaneous panic had simply started to
sink. In seconds the young girl had disappeared from sight in the
slightly turbid water. Those who were dozing or reading on the
grassy bank didn’t notice her plight, and the remaining few who
were facing the small body of water became paralyzed with shock
when they saw her slip under the surface.

A woman began screaming, “Do something! Gloria went under the
water! The girl is drowning! Oh my God, hurry," but no one moved.
The tranquil, bucolic atmosphere—there were even a few cows grazing
in the nearby field—made it difficult to shift from reverie to
action mode, and none of the city vacationers seemed able to arouse
themselves to act.

Gene, however, had been watching Gloria longingly as she stroked
awkwardly across the small body of water, and he had been imagining
he was her boyfriend playfully swimming beside her.  In fact
he had been tempted to jump in and join her. He had been a secret
admirer since the day she had arrived but was reluctant to try to
become acquainted with her because she seemed to be only interested
in the Jewish guys. Up to now he had not even spoken to her,
although in his daydreams he had been her adoring and adored lover.
He was the only one present who swam in the pond daily because as
soon as he was done with his work he went there to bathe instead of
showering in the communal bathroom the guests used. He also often
fished there and frequently dived to the bottom to scoop up
crayfish to use as bait for his hook. He was well-acquainted with
the pond’s characteristics.

Without hesitation, Gene dove into the pond and aimed for the
spot where he had seen his dream-girl disappear. In seconds he was
within a few feet of her and he could clearly see the struggling
girl beneath him, so he took a deep breath, swam to the bottom and
stood upright in the mud behind her.  He knew he wasn’t a
strong enough swimmer to use the standard lifeguard’s technique of
the hand-under-the-chin or cross-chest-carry that he had learned as
a Boy Scout. Besides, when he reached her, she was thrashing about
too violently so he decided to grab her by the thighs and try to
just push her ashore. Staggering and shoving he managed to maneuver
the drowning beauty closer and closer to the safety of the shallow
end of the pond. They had only a few feet to go, and although his
lungs were ready to burst he believed that he could make it. By
then several people had waded into the shallows near the edge of
the bank and after one last desperate shove by Gene against
Gloria’s soft white thighs the spectators grabbed the gasping
girl’s hands and pulled her up onto the land.  She was
half-drowned, almost hysterical, but alive and immediately in love
with Gene who lay on his back, panting and exhausted nearby. 
He was now her hybrid hero. 

 

 For a few days afterward, Gene and Gloria were
inseparable.  Everyone knew there was a romance underway, and
when Gloria’s mother heard about it she nearly became apoplectic.
Although she was grateful that he had saved her daughter’s life,
she nevertheless had a problem with him; she couldn’t deal with
Gene’s Italian fifty percent. 

“Gloria,” she scolded. “I don’t want you should hang around with
him.  He’s a nice boy, but he’s ‘treyf’” (that word again
which he thought meant something like “garbage,” but actually
translated as “non-kosher”), and Gloria, although very
disappointed, dutifully listened to her mama and gave Gene the
brush off. 
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Chapter 4 

THE SYMBOLS

 

Over half a century before the Columbine High School and other
school shootings became a somewhat regular occurrence, Gene was
already demonstrating the antisocial behavior that was necessary to
commit such acts using his toy pistol, a replica of a U. S. Army
Model 1911 semi-automatic made out of a type of plastic called
Bakelite.  He was attending the Bronx High School of Science
where he had been admitted because of his superior intellect, but
had turned out to be a misfit because of his inferior
attitude.  Since most of his peers were upper-middle-class
kids from the best families in New York, he tried to obtain status
among them in unusual ways.

The Bronx High School of Science was the most prestigious school
in the City’s system, and one of the best in the country.  It
was an all-boys’ school that was established on the fallacious
assumption that girls were not as scientifically capable as boys
were, and anyway they were a distraction to the budding young male
scholars who made up its student body. When boys reached the eighth
grade in the public schools in the early 1930s and 1940s, they were
allowed to take a competitive exam, and based upon their test
scores, they were permitted to attend the top high schools
throughout the city with the leading scorers getting the privilege
of attending “Bronx Science” or simply “Science,” as it was
sometimes called. Gene’s exam score was among the highest ever
obtained in the spring of 1942, and his elementary school teachers
encouraged him to attend the premier school, failing to take into
account that he had some serious problems that might interfere with
academic success in a school with such an outstanding student
body.  Over the years, there have been many famous graduates,
including seven Nobel Prize-winning physicists; six Pulitzer Prize
winners (William Safire being among them); Bruce Ames, winner of
National Medal of Science (and one of Gene’s classmates); E. L.
Doctorow, author; Neil deGrasse Tyson, the director of the Hayden
Planetarium at the American Museum of Natutral History; and Arthur
Bisguier, an American chess International Grandmaster.

 

He brought the pistol to school in an improvised leg holster
with the intention of creating the impression that he was carrying
a real firearm, and thereby hoping to elicit some admiration from
his esteemed classmates.  He showed it to half-a-dozen of them
(being careful not to let them handle it lest they feel its light
weight and discover it was not real) and they spread the word to
others, who sought him out to “see the real gun.” Interestingly,
not a single one snitched, or “ratted him out” as they say, so that
the code of schoolboy silence seemed to be alive and well even in
1943. 

The last time he showed it off to a wide-eyed classmate, in the
stairwell landing above the first floor, Mr. Abe Feldman, the
biology teacher, abruptly opened the door on his way down to the
teacher’s lounge and surprised them. 

“What are you boys up to?  What’s that you just tucked into
your trousers, Gene?”

“Nothing.  We were just talking about the math assignment
for Mr. Cafarelli.  Morty gave me a copy.”

“That’s a pretty large bulge for a math assignment. Let’s see
it, Gene. Hand over what you just put in your belt.”  There
hadn’t been enough time to get the gun into his leg holster, so
Gene had tucked it into the waistband under his jacket, and 
unable to deny anything, he complied by pulling it out and
thrusting it frantically toward Mr. Feldman saying, “It’s not
real!  It’s fake!  It’s fake!  It’s just a
toy!” 

For a nanosecond, the outstretched genuine-looking firearm
created paralysis in the shocked science teacher, who was so unable
to comprehend what was happening that he couldn’t decide whether to
duck for cover or continue his intervention in the activity between
the boys.  When he recovered enough psychomotor control to
take the gun from the equally startled boy, its light weight
convinced the scientist that Gene was telling the truth.

When they got together in the principal’s office with Mr.
Feldman, the principal, and Gene’s guidance counselor, Mr.
Lieberman, they decided not to involve the police because no laws
seemed to have been broken.  There was no attempt to use the
simulated weapon for any illegal purpose, no violence, only
schoolboy bluster, showing off, and the principal let Gene go
saying, “Why did you come to a school like this if you intended to
behave like a hoodlum?  This is a school for boys who want to
become respectable professionals.  We have no room for
thugs.  Either shape up or ship out.   The next time
I won’t be so lenient.  I want you to report to Mr. Lieberman
every week until further notice.”  He sent a note home to
Gene’s parents telling them about the incident and demanding a
signature as evidence they had read it and, of course, Gene got
Esther Leventhal, his old elementary school girlfriend to sign it,
since she had adult-looking penmanship.

Mr. Lieberman’s dream of becoming a clinical psychologist 
had been interrupted by the draft early in 1942.  After
serving less than six months in the army, he was wounded during the
landing on Guadalcanal in August and following a year of
rehabilitation he accepted a position at The Bronx High School of
Science as a guidance counselor, just as Gene was entering his
sophomore year.  He found in Gene an opportunity to apply some
of his clinical ideas about adolescent disturbance to a real live
problem.  When Gene showed up for the first session, Mr.
Lieberman asked him, “Gene, tell me about your family.  What
does your father do?”

“He runs an elevator in the garment district.  Why?”

“Well, I’d like to know more about you and your
upbringing.  Why you seem to be so antisocial and angry all
the time.  Do you get along well with your parents?”

“We get along.  What’s that got to do with what happened?
Gene was sulking and glaring angrily at Mr. Lieberman.

“Do you go to church?  You are Catholic aren’t you? 
Italians are usually Catholic.”

“I’m only half Italian. My father’s Catholic, but my mother is
Jewish.  I don’t consider myself either.”

“Maybe that’s part of the problem.  Without the guidance of
a church or minister, it’s easy to lose sight of the important
values in life.  Why don’t you speak to your parents about
joining a church or even talk to a priest or a rabbi.”

“My family doesn’t have much to do with religion.   My
parents aren’t religious.  They don’t go to any church or
synagogue.  None of my aunts and uncles, or even my
grandparents, go anywhere.  None of my cousins do
either.  That’s just the way we all are.  Nobody in my
whole family does.  Besides, where would I go?  I told
you, I don’t even know what I am.”

“Well, according to Talmudic Law, since your mother is Jewish,
you’re a Jew by birthright.  That’s very clear.  You know
Gene, everyone needs to have some religion.  This country was
founded upon religious principles and it has guided us for almost
two hundred years as a great nation.  You won’t get far
without some belief.  I’d like to encourage you to join a
religious organization.  I belong to a reformed congregation
on Tremont Avenue and I’d be happy to have you visit there as my
guest and speak to the rabbi.  I’m sure he would be pleased to
get you started.  Why don’t you think about it?”

 “I really don’t see what religion has to do with bringing
a toy gun to school.  It wasn’t a crime or anything.  I
was just trying to show off.  Do you think guys who go to
church or a synagogue don’t do dumb things?”

“It’s not just the toy gun, Gene.  You have a poor academic
record and you’ve been in other scrapes that have been reported but
you were never called into my office about.  You don’t seem to
have a good attitude.”  Gene looked morose and shook his
head.  What was the use of trying to defend himself. 
Besides, maybe Lieberman was right.  Maybe he needed to get
some religion into him.  Maybe if he started praying to God,
asking for His guidance, it might help him to get on the right
track. When he left the office after their second session he was
feeling confused, defeated and as alienated from the Bronx High
School of Science as ever, but Lieberman had reached into Gene’s
psyche and touched something that was responding.

On Saturday afternoon, still depressed over his confrontation
with Mr. Lieberman, Gene and his two favorite cousins, Raymond
Geminni, the son of Victor’s oldest brother, and Lester Engberg,
the son of Victor’s sister Mary, headed for their favorite hideout
in New Jersey, atop the ancient precipices called The
Palisades.  The three cousins often went there on Saturday
afternoons to climb the five-hundred-foot-high bluffs and look for
adventure, real or imagined.  It was October 16, 1943, the day
before Gene’s fourteenth birthday, and the cliffs were an inferno
of brilliant scarlets and the luminous yellows of autumn
foliage.  After taking the subway up to “The Heights” the boys
walked across the George Washington Bridge and clambered slowly and
skillfully down the almost vertical columnar structure of the
basaltic rocks.  They had done this many times, and they
usually pretended they were mountain climbers descending from the
summit of Mt. Everest or Pike’s Peak. 

When they reached the bottom, they rested awhile and then took
over an hour to make a slow ascent to a wide ledge which was about
fifty feet from the top where they had established their secret
hideout.  There on this broad shelf almost level with the
roadway of the bridge and about five hundred yards north of it,
they were hidden from the view of hikers on the pathway above them
and anyone else who didn’t have a telescope or pair of binoculars
on the New York side of the river.

The boys had brought along three cans of beans, some
frankfurters and a pack of cigarettes and matches and planned to
stay until dark and build a campfire.  All three sets of
parents were quite permissive in allowing them to keep late hours
and rarely inquired about where they had been, especially on
weekends when ten or eleven o’clock was not considered an unusual
time for them to return home.

They were sitting in the blackness by the fire on their isolated
perch, and the tiny red glows from their cigarettes contrasted with
the thousands of lights on the Manhattan shore a mile across the
river.  The bridge’s graceful catenary swooped in a wide
staccato arc, above streams of flowing bright dots which moved
across the bridge and along the western shore of Manhattan on the
Hudson River Drive.  That evening they were excited and
enthusiastic and flushed with the adventure of being alone in the
dark, in a place inaccessible to most metropolitan inhabitants, in
fact, to most other people.  They conspired in the Stygian
darkness about the way they were going to find beautiful girls to
marry some day and move out west or join the military, or maybe
even the French Foreign Legion like Gary Cooper did in “Beau
Geste.”  But this time Gene wasn’t talking as much as he
usually did, and his cousins were quick to notice that something
was wrong with him.

Breaking a short contemplative silence, Raymond prodded Gene
about his taciturn mood.  “What the Hell’s bugging you? 
You haven’t said two words since we got off the subway in
Washington Heights.  Are you sick?  You should be feeling
great.  You’re gonna be fourteen tomorrow and you’re only
three years away from getting a driver’s license.”  Raymond
measured time by the distance to go to be able to drive a
car.  It was his yardstick, like an astronomer’s light
year.

“How come none of us go to church or anything?” Gene blurted out
ignoring his cousin’s question.   “Don’t you feel
different from the rest of the guys in your class?  What’s
with our family anyway?”

Gene was thinking about Mr. Lieberman’s comments after the fake
gun incident, and was giving serious consideration to the
possibility that  lack of religion was his main problem in
life.

“Is that what’s bugging you?  You’re worried about not
going to church?” Lester jumped in.

“I’m not ‘worried’ about it, just thinking.  Nobody in our
family has any interest in religion.  Doesn’t it seem strange
that they never talk about the Bible or God or the saints or
anything?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘Never.’  My mother bought me a Miraculous
Medal to wear.”  Lester confessed hesitatingly. Lester’s
mother was Victor’s younger sister who in maintaining the Geminni
tradition, had not married an Italian, but had married a successful
Jewish stock broker. “What?”  Raymond was taken aback. 
“You never said anything about that.  Let’s see it.” 

Lester sheepishly opened his shirt and withdrew the silver oval,
holding it up to the firelight.”  The other two boys fingered
it and carefully examined the mysterious tribute to The Virgin
Mary’s miracle and in the flickering light a sense of enchantment
suffused all three of them.

“How come she gave it to you?  How come you never said
anything to us?”  Raymond started to feel envious of the
slender encircling chain and amulet that nestled against the neck
of the person he most admired, Lester his cousin and good friend,
and the most daring and adventurous one of the three.  It was
Lester who first had led them to their dangerous descents of the
New Jersey ramparts, famed for their magnificent beauty as they
rose perpendicularly from the waters of the Hudson River.  Now
he was wearing a symbol of a religion that no one else in the
family seemed to be even remotely interested in.

“She said it would keep me safe.  She told me not to let my
father see it because he might feel jealous and maybe want me to
wear a Star of David.”  Lester’s mother Mary had not only
married a Jew, as did her six brothers, but she was also the only
Geminni sibling with even a glimmer of interest in religion, which
was suppressed by her husband Saul’s authoritarian attitude.

 “Do you really think those medals do anything?  I
mean do they protect you or give you some kind of special help?”
Gene asked, starting to become intrigued.  Lester was the
trio’s leader and Gene’s idol.

“I don’t know.  I feel good when it’s around my neck,
especially when other people can see it, like if it’s outside my
shirt or something.”

“Why don’t you get a Jewish medal and wear both of them? 
That way each of your parents would think you’re respecting their
religion,” Gene asked half-jokingly, surprised at his cousin’s
acceptance of the elliptical symbol of Catholicism.

“Maybe we all ought to get some and make them a symbol of our
own secret club.  You know, like you read about when they have
magic rings or bracelets.  We could even have special
passwords and signals and become like … .”  Gene was
getting carried away with the idea of a clandestine organization
with rituals and arcane codes and special names.  The
speculation was becoming ridiculous but the boys were stimulated by
the idea of amulets and rituals and secret activities like oaths
sworn in blood and mysterious identities.

 “That’s a great idea!” Lester cried.  “Let’s each get
a Miraculous Medal and a Star of David and wear them both on one
chain.  I’ll bet nobody ever thought of doing that. 
Everybody I know either wears one or the other.”

“Hey!  If we all wore a Miraculous Medal and a Star of
David, we’d get double power from God and be able to carry out holy
tasks or crusades or something like that.  We could be like
Batman and Robin or … .” Raymond hesitated, slightly
embarrassed at his own somewhat weird suggestion.

“Why don’t we call ourselves Robin Hood and his Merry Men,”
Lester added.  I’ll be Robin.  Gene can be Little John
and you can be Friar Tuck.  Nobody else will know it except
us, and we’ll only use the names when we’re alone.  It’ll be
like a secret society like they have down south.  You know,
the Ku Klux Klan.  They wear masks or hoods and carry flaming
torches.”

“We can look for good deeds to do and carry them out and be sort
of like God’s messengers or workers or something like that.” 
Raymond joined in and his enthusiasm began affecting the youngest
cousin’s mood as Gene too began to lose himself in the
melodrama.

“Well, Robin Hood stole from the rich and gave to the
poor.  Maybe we can do the same kind of thing,” was Gene’s
suggestion as the plan began to form.

“Boy, that’s a great idea.  We can get money from rich
people and then give it to the church.  We’ll sure be doing
charity.  We’ll be carrying out God’s work.”  Raymond was
now convinced.

“Well that’s just what I mean.  We could raise money and
give it to some charity.  It would be great.”  Gene
echoed.

“We’ll have to start going to church or a synagogue and learn
about the Bible and prayers and stuff.  Don’t you think?”

“I think we can do good things without belonging to any
church.   Boy Scouts do good deeds all the time.  I
used to be a scout.”  The idea of church was starting to
dampen Gene’s revived mood.

“Let’s tell our parents that we want to know about religion and
go to church.  That way we can learn some prayers and other
things.”  Lester was apparently in favor of church attendance
to lend an air of authenticity to the activity.

 “I don’t want to get my parents involved in this,” said
Gene.  “If we do go to church, let’s do it on our own. 
Anybody can walk into a church on Sunday morning.  Let’s just
pick one and go ahead and see what we can learn.  I can even
talk to Rocky or Jerry Congdon.  They can teach me some
prayers or even get a book on it.”

Since they each had one Catholic and one Jewish parent, they
began developing a distorted logical rationale based on their dual
lineage, that two religions were better than one, and by the end of
the evening when the campfire had died they not only set out for
home but set out to become examples of religious
dedication.  

So the cousins acquired Miraculous Medals and Stars of David and
silver chains on which to hang them around their necks as evidence
of their new found piety and moral worth.  This was one
adolescent search for principles and ideals that did not have a
high probability of success. 

They attended a few Bible classes and read about Christ and
Moses and visited some places of worship.  They learned the
Lord’s Prayer and Gene made it a point to recite it at least three
times before he fell asleep each night—more if he’d had a bad
day.   Their parents were mostly pleased; after all, kids
today were worse than ever and there were other things to worry
about.

The major problem was the method they chose to steal from the
rich.  The plan was to go to some upper-class residential
neighborhood where they would walk the streets in search of a lone
woman carrying a purse. That was a large percentage of women during
the 1940’s with millions of men in the armed forces.  When the
victim was spotted, one of them would run around the block in the
opposite direction in order to approach her head-on to attract her
attention, and also to make sure there weren’t any other
pedestrians coming along.  The other two would follow her at a
safe distance, and when they spotted the third one turning the
corner toward them with the woman in between, they would dash
alongside her, one on each side, and grab her purse.  They had
done it successfully twice the first week and had obtained eighteen
dollars for their efforts. On Sunday morning they went to St
Anthony’s Church in Gene’s neighborhood and deposited the earnings
in the poor box, and they actually all felt like Robin Hood and his
Merry Men.  They never got a chance to give any money to the
Synagogues because they usually didn’t have a poor box, and besides
a serious complication developed that they hadn’t expected.

The next time out on a dark, quiet street, Nettie Kleinberg was
walking toward the bus stop on Fordham Road after visiting her
sister who lived in the affluent neighborhood.  The elderly
seamstress walked unafraid along the route she had traveled dozens
of times after delivering items of wearing apparel she had altered
for her sister’s friends and neighbors.  Nettie was a widow
and she supported herself doing small sewing jobs on her Singer
Sewing machine in her one-room apartment.  As she made her way
from her sister’s building to the bus stop, three long deserted
blocks away, she was absorbed in thought about her grandchildren
when she saw a man or boy turn the corner ahead of her and start
walking in her direction. 

Because of wartime fears of German air raids, most cities were
“blacked out,” and street lights were unlit and apartment windows
were covered with black shades, so that any incoming airplanes
would not have the easy target of a well-lit city.  It was a
perfect setup for stealth and Gene and Raymond put it to good
advantage as they swiftly strode along behind the plodding woman
they’d been following for almost a block and whose purse was
swinging alongside her knee-length coat, dangling from two leather
straps.  Lester, meanwhile, fulfilled his part in the plot by
approaching her from the front so that Nettie would be focused on
him.  

When they were only a few feet behind her they sprang forward
and Gene grabbed the purse from her left hand while Raymond brushed
her other side to confound her, and as they dashed around the
corner, following their distracter’s path she screamed
heartrendingly after them in her Yiddish accent, “Oy vey, You ain’t
got much. You ain’t got much.  Gott in himmel, You ain’t got
much!”

Nettie repeated the vocal critique of their efforts until they
could no longer hear her plaintive voice, but that night in his
dreams Gene heard her screaming over and over, the words that
haunted him for the rest of his life, “You ain’t got much.” 
The old woman was right; there were only three crumpled dollar
bills in the change purse inside the handbag, her entire evening’s
earnings, along with a dozen or so pictures of little children,
probably her grandchildren, which wound up with the purse in a
trash can on Southern Boulevard as they waited for the bus to take
them home. 

That night he discovered that he could not bear to intentionally
be the cause of such painful emotion in another person.  He
was tortured by the sympathy he felt for that old woman and her
terror that night there on the gloomy Bronx street and he could not
stop the flood of questions that drowned all other thoughts as he
tried to fall asleep.   Did he really want to make
another person experience such terror?  Was it fair to take
advantage of someone who was physically unable to chase after
you?   Was it cowardly?   Would he have done
that to an able bodied man?  Did God witness this scene and
was there going to be a punishment by Him for this someday? 
Was that stealing from the rich?  As he tossed in bed he
concluded that there had to be another way to be good to the
poor.

On Saturday, as they sat around their New Jersey campfire, Gene
told his cousins “I don’t want to do any more purse
snatching.  I feel sorry for those women and I don’t think God
approves of what we’re doing.  Robin Hood always robbed
princes or wealthy noblemen.  This is a lot different.  I
felt really bad that night and I still do.”

“Well, maybe they’re not rich, but they’re better off than the
people the church gives the money to.  Those are usually
widows and orphans and they aren’t walking around with money in
their purses at night.”   Raymond was a relativist,
although he didn’t know the term.

“Shit, there was only three bucks in her purse.  She wasn’t
rich, and you know it.  Just because someone’s walking in a
good neighborhood doesn’t mean they’re rich,” Gene protested.

Lester was an arbitrator by nature, and his response was, “Maybe
you’re right, Gene. There are better ways to get money for the
church without even bothering people.  We can take hubcaps off
cars and sell them to junkyards.  We can get as much money,
even more and no one would be upset.  There’s nobody involved,
just some scrap metal.” The cousins had actually reasoned that
there was no victim here and so they all agreed to try it.

In the years during World War Two, cars parked on the streets of
New York were frequently left in the same spot for long periods of
time because gas rationing prevented routine daily use, and most
families who could afford a car had little extra funds for garage
storage.  The streets of many neighborhoods were lined with
cars parked almost bumper to bumper, and so there was a fertile
crop of hub caps just waiting to be harvested, as well as a waiting
market consisting of  junk dealers who were eager to  buy
them.  All that was needed was a screwdriver with which to pry
off the shiny discs, and a shopping bag to carry them in.

A few weeks into the latest phase of their religious mission two
New York City Policemen spotted the trio late one evening as they
were trying to appear casual by lounging against a 1942 Oldsmobile
with Hydramatic.  The cops watched them from their unmarked
car in the shadows across the street as Gene knelt down to examine
the shiny hub caps while his cousins stood watch.  Out of the
darkness an elderly couple turned the corner and Raymond whispered
“Hold it!  Someone’s coming,” and Gene sprang to his
feet.  All three resumed their innocent pose against the car
as the couple walked by them. 

The cops, observing this activity and applying the intuition
developed after two decades of patrolling on the streets of New
York, came to the correct conclusion that these three were up to no
good, and decided to approach them.  As Gene was bending down
once again and Lester and Raymond studied the opposite street
corners, the cops crossed over and swiftly rushed up to Raymond and
Lester and pinned them against the car.

“You!  Stay on the ground!” one of them ordered Gene, and
Gene, frozen with fright lay out flat on the cold cement alongside
the hubcap he was attempting to separate from its rim while
listening to the cops interrogate his cousins.

“What are you guys up to?” officer Dan Leahey asked as he
slammed Raymond hard against the front fender and bent him over the
hood.  From the sidewalk, Gene cried, “We weren’t doing
anything, sir.  Honest we weren’t.”

“You shut up.  I’m talking to this guy,” he shook Raymond
to emphasize who his subject was.

 “How about you, wise guy?” detective Eddie McNulty was
twisting Lester’s right arm behind his back leaning him forward
over the Oldsmobile’s radiator grill.”

“Honest.  We were just waiting for a friend,” Lester
gasped.

“What’s your name,” Officer Leahey asked Raymond.

“Raymond, Raymond Geminni, sir.”  Raymond was feeling
faint.

“How about you?” he nudged Gene with his size 11 black patent
leather shoe as Gene began shaking on the cold sidewalk.

“Gene Geminni, Sir.  Really we were just waiting for
someone.”

“Are you brothers?”

“No sir.  We’re all cousins.” Gene was terrified but tried
not to show it despite his trembling.

 “You Italian?”

“Yeah.  We’re Italian,” Raymond told them as Leahey allowed
him to straighten up.  He began to write down their names and
asked them for their addresses.

“What are you doing in this neighborhood if you’re from Hunts
Point?” It was obvious to Leahey that they couldn’t give a
plausible answer, but he was trying to intimidate them.

The cops were looking in their pockets, “How come you’re all
carrying screwdrivers?”

“We have after school jobs that we use them for.”  Lester
was able to think fast in situations like this.

“Who do you think you’re bullshittin’?  We know what you’re
up to, don’t we Dan?”

“Yeah they’re probably gettin’ ready to take the hubcaps off the
Olds.”

“I think we ought to run them in.  Maybe a judge can get
the truth out of them,” Leahey bluffed.

“Ahh.  Maybe they’re not bad kids.  Are you guys
Catholic?  Do you go to confession?” McNulty asked, and lying,
they all nodded affirmatively, although none of them had yet taken
that step in their indoctrination. 

“You know stealin’s a mortal sin.  You know that?” McNulty
continued, “First you’re gonna go to jail and then you’re going to
Hell.  Did you ever think of that?”

By now Gene was standing alongside his petrified cousins and
almost ready to vomit with fright.

“What do you think, Dan?  Should we run them in or let the
Good Lord deal with them later on?”

“I say both.  Let ‘em spend a few days in jail and then
leave it up to Christ.  Maybe he’ll forgive them.  That’s
His business.”

So the cops scared the daylights out of them with threats of
jail and Hell and by the time they let them go, the churches of the
city had lost the services of some of their most enthusiastic
benefactors. 

 

The combined outcomes of the three incidents; the one with the
fake gun, the purse snatching and the hubcap escapade provided a
significant part of the motivation for Gene’s adolescent
self-examination.  He began thinking more about his behavior
and what he could do with regard to controlling it, and also he
began questioning it in himself and in others.   Did
everyone have some kind of predestined life to lead?  What
made someone choose between right and wrong?  Was it because
of some innate feeling of morality and values, or was it acquired
through an outright fear of retribution from the law?  
He wondered why he had felt so much compassion for his
purse-snatching victim.  After all, he didn’t know her and
there was no chance of any punishment from that affair.  He
must have had something inside of him that caused his guilt and
remorse. 

But he was just as aware of the fear that the principal had
instilled in him, the morality that Mr. Lieberman had talked about,
to say nothing about what affect the two cops had had on him. 
He thought long and hard about all of the events and was puzzled by
his reaction to them.  He had felt compassion for the victim
of his purse snatching which had seriously dampened his zeal for
that hobby, and he was also presented with the real possibility by
two tough New York City plainclothesmen that crime might not
necessarily pay no matter who the beneficiaries were. He was
especially confused by his thoughts about God.  Was He
directing all of this?

He felt he was at a crossroad, and although he didn’t understand
it all, he sensed he had to make a choice about how he behaved and
thought.  He felt that he wanted to speak to an adult in
confidence and for a while he considered Mr. Lieberman, but he
decided against that option because he really didn’t trust
Lieberman’s advice.

He knew an older guy in the neighborhood named Charlie Prince, a
college student, who although some of the guys regarded him as
strange and unapproachable, Charlie had a reputation for being
loaded with wisdom.  A loner, Charlie could occasionally be
found at “Sid’s,” the corner candy store, buying a pack of
cigarettes, or sometimes Gene bumped into him waiting at a bus stop
at night where Charlie was returning from classes at City College
of New York and Gene would be returning from a session of
altruistic acquisition.  The next time he ran into him in the
candy store, Gene steered the conversation around to religion and
then asked him directly what church he belonged to.  As they
stepped outside after buying their cigarettes Charlie told him that
he was a philosophy major, in his second year, and he had stopped
going to church.  “As a matter of fact, Gene, I don’t believe
in God.  At least not the God of the Judeo-Christian
Bible.  He’s an absolutely illogical construction.” 

This was an astounding revelation to a kid who had been lately
risking his freedom and reputation in the service of the Lord, and
who was, at that very moment wearing a Miraculous Medal, and a Star
of David, and since he admired Charlie for many reasons, he thought
about what the college student was telling him.  That night on
a Bronx street corner under a blinking “Coca-Cola” sign next to
“SID’S” above the store’s plate glass window, Charlie posed to him
the dilemma of “Free will versus predestination.”  When they
were done, Gene was staggered with the irrefutability of the logic
that he had never before considered. 

“If God is omniscient and knows beforehand what you are going to
do, how can you then have the freedom to choose the
opposite?”  Or as Charlie had so pedantically rephrased it,
“Look Gene, If the choices are A and B, and God knows you will
choose B, how then could you possibly be free to choose A?  If
you did, that would make God wrong.  Worse,” Charlie pointed
out, “if B is an evil choice, how could you be blamed for choosing
it since it was the only choice God gave you by having known you
would choose it in advance?” 

Here Charlie struck an almost professorial tone and stance,
“Have you ever heard of Epicurus?   Over two millenniums
ago Epicurus wrote his famous epigram … Is God willing to
prevent evil but not able?  Then he is not omnipotent. 
Is he able but not willing?  Then he is malevolent.  Is
he both able and willing?  Then whence cometh evil?  Is
he neither able nor willing?  Then why call him God?” 
Charlie was eloquent as he spoke the lines from antiquity, but it
was the logic that stunned Gene, not the delivery.

They also talked about girls that night and Charlie told him
about Marlene and how she was the most beautiful, intelligent and
sensitive girl he had ever known.  She was studying pottery
and wanted to go somewhere where she could open a studio and create
hand-crafted ceramics.  When he finished college they were
going to get married and maybe move to Oregon, because Marlene had
heard that there were lots of opportunities for a free-spirited
lifestyle out there.  As he listened to Charlie’s plans, Gene
secretly wished that he could meet a girl like that someday, and go
somewhere together and be something, although he wasn’t sure where
Oregon was or if that was where he would want to go.

Before they parted, Charlie reached into his bookbag, a heavily
laden old briefcase with buckle straps, and pulled out a small
leather-bound book that he told Gene he would lend to him on two
conditions.  One, he had to read it thoroughly and be prepared
to discuss it with Charlie the next time they met.  Two, he
wanted it back in immaculate condition, four weeks from today at
this time here at the candy store.  It was Edward Fitzgerald’s
translation of The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam.

On the appointed night Gene had kept his word and waited for a
long time, but Charlie never showed up.  Since Gene didn’t
know where he lived he decided to hold on to the book until he ran
into him again.  He was very disappointed, because the book
had inspired him and brought out many of the traditional ideas of
the ancient skeptics, and Gene simply couldn’t wait to discuss them
with Charlie who by now had become someone he held in the highest
regard.

The week following their meeting, Charlie had received a notice
from his draft board to report for active duty and was shipped off
to Fort Benning, Georgia.  He forgot, in the frenzy of
packing, leaving school and home, and saying goodbye to friends,
family and sweetheart, the tiny volume he had loaned to Gene that
evening.  Months later Gene finally found out why Charlie had
never kept the appointment so that the book could be returned, when
he saw a list that appeared in the Bronx Home News of the latest
war casualties.  Gene was saddened to find among the names of
those killed in action from his Bronx neighborhood that of Charles
Edward Prince, and he remembered their last conversation on the
street corner that night.  He was very moved by the
information he had just received and he lay back on his bed and let
the tears that forced their way into his eyes roll down the sides
of his face.  Later he dug out the small volume from his book
bag and turned to one of his favorite quatrains and read,

 

“The moving finger writes

And having writ moves on

Nor all thy piety nor wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a line

Nor all thy tears wash out a word of it.”

 

The moving finger had written and had taken Charlie to a
location very far from that Bronx bus stop.  On December 22,
1944, in a foxhole on Tinian Island in the Mariannas just southwest
of Saipan, a Japanese sniper’s bullet killed a twenty-year-old
atheist named Charles Edward Prince.  Over a half-century
later, Gene still has the copy of The Rubaiyat on his
bookshelf.

 

Although Charlie Prince was only a casual acquaintance, his
death left a profound impression on Gene.  For one thing he
could not forget the philosophy lesson.  He also was impressed
with the irony of war.  He thought about God, and prayer, and
religion and he thought about the amulets he wore.  He thought
about saying the Lord’s Prayer each night before he went to
bed.  He thought about all the soldiers, like Charlie who must
have been praying before they died.  Were their prayers
heard?  If so why weren’t they answered?  Were they
undeserving of answers?  How did God decide whose prayers, if
any, he would answer?  He thought endlessly about all of these
questions on the subways, during classes, in bed at nights when he
barely slept half of the time, and then decided that it was all too
perplexing and he tried to put them out of his mind.  But the
seed had been planted and, if he survived the mental turmoil of his
confused adolescent psyche, a free-thinker was preparing to
emerge.
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Chapter 5

         THE
TROUBLES

 


           
Gene and Lester had a connection which went beyond their cousinly
camaraderie in the cohort.  Lester’s father, Saul, did pretty
well as a stock broker and could usually put his hands on ready
cash.  He was the only financially competent male in the
Geminni circle, although he was an in-law, and most of the Geminnis
found it convenient to have a sister whose husband they could go to
when they needed a loan.  Victor was his most frequent
supplicant and during Gene’s senior year in 1946, Victor and Elena
made their most stressful application for Saul’s
largesse. 

All five of them had gone down to Saul’s Manhattan apartment to
beg Victor’s sister Mary to intervene for them with her
husband.  And beg is not an exaggeration.  Victor and
Elena both got down on their knees in Mary’s bedroom, where she was
sick in bed with the flu, and cried and pleaded for the twelve
hundred dollars that they needed to satisfy Victor’s latest
indebtedness to the loan sharks.  If they didn’t get the
money, then the shylocks would beat him up or possibly even kill
him. 

On this occasion, the last debasing pilgrimage to Saul and Mary
that Gene could remember, the scene was so humiliating to him that
he vowed he would find a way to leave home and never have to see
the Old Man again.

When they arrived they found Louis Geminni there, as he often
was, and although Gene was fond of Uncle Louis, he would have
preferred that he and his family be alone with Saul during this
ordeal. He also wished they had left his kid brothers with a
neighbor so that they would be spared the dreadful sight of their
father being demeaned as he was about to be.  It was becoming
apparent to Gene as he grew older, that his revered Uncle Louis had
become a sycophant to Uncle Saul, and it disappointed him to see
his erstwhile independent and feisty hero reduced to an errand boy
and yes man.

Louis was there for two very important reasons of his own. 
First, because he too had a need to borrow frequently from
Saul.  And second, Uncle Louis was deep into the evils of
demon rum, only he didn’t like rum.  So he substituted whiskey
instead, and with the approval that came from the natural
inclination of his wife, the former Catherine Fitzpatrick (who
claimed to be an Irish Jew) he managed to alienate his and
Catherine’s five children, the neighbors, most of the Geminni
family and every employer Louis had ever been given the opportunity
to use his considerable talents for.  Since all of the above
constituted a major portion of his social life, he was always on
the threshold of losing his ability to remain a functioning member
of society.   In order to keep his two sons and three
daughters fed and clothed he too depended on Saul’s generous
handouts.

But that was not a good enough reason to explain Saul’s
willingness to support another seven-member household.  It was
more likely that Saul’s own fondness for Canadian Club created a
sanctuary of mutual affection and understanding between the
youngest son of Luigi Geminni and the successful Wall Street broker
whose intellectual limitations about everything except securities,
in contrast with Louis’ home grown erudition, was apparent to
anyone who spoke to him.  When Saul and Louis were plunging
into their passionate preoccupation with the product of the
fermented mash of grain, it was fascinating to hear how Louis could
expound eloquently on any subject imaginable while Saul appeared to
be the devoted disciple, sipping and nodding in wide-eyed
enthusiastic approval of every profound or mundane utterance Louis
conceived of. 

When Gene was in a position to observe the two in their blissful
alcoholic camaraderie he felt a sadness for Uncle Louis’ failure
and an awareness of his own intention to never allow himself to
become dependent on anything that could affect the clear
functioning of his mind. 

“I don’t understand it,” Saul was saying to the hapless Victor
who was sobbing while seated at his sister’s bedside on a
satin-covered brocaded bench.  “It’s the same old story. 
I bail you out with these fucking guys and six months later you’re
back with the same story!”  Only moments ago, Saul had been
sipping surreptitiously with Louis in the kitchen and his hostile
demeanor, stimulated by the Canadian Club,  was in contrast to
his usually placid nature.

“I made a mistake,” Victor was crying and wringing his hands,
“Give me another chance, and I’ll never ask you again.” 

“You say that every time, ‘I’ll never ask you again,’ Saul
mimicked Victor’s mournful tone, “and here you are once more. 
There’s no hope for you.  You’re an incurable liar.” Saul was
clearly disgusted with Victor and his problems.

“I’m telling you the truth.  This will get me clean with
the ‘shys’ and I swear I’ll never come to you again.”

Gene slipped out of the room in humiliation and sought out his
Uncle Louis who was seated at the kitchen table smoking a
cigarette, the white smoke drifting from his right hand upward past
his eyes while his left hand caressed an amber-filled tumbler.

“Do you think he’ll give him the money, Uncle?”  Gene asked
anxiously as Louis exhaled a conical cloud and looking toward the
ceiling muttered knowingly, “Yeah, he’ll make him suffer for a
while and then he’ll come across.”

“Why make him suffer? Why the Hell not give it to him and let it
go?”

“He’s got to get his kicks first.”

“Kicks?”

“Yeah, some people are like that.  They get fun out of
making someone squirm and then they act like big shots and do him
the favor he’s begging for.  It’s like getting their payment
in advance, because they know they aren’t gonna ever get the
money.”  Louis was probably talking as much about his own
relationship with Saul as his brother Victor’s.  “The Jewish
people feel that when they perform charitable deeds it puts them in
good with God and they get points for admission to heaven.  So
it’s a perfect setup for Saul.  He has fun here on earth while
he paves his way to paradise.”

Gene could not have felt more betrayed than if he had heard that
Omar Khayyam had become a Christian and had begged God for
absolution, when he heard Uncle Louis’ analysis of Saul’s strategy
for moral correctness.  “Jesus Christ,” he exploded. 
“Does everything and everyone have a price?  Isn’t anyone
ethical or honest because it’s the right thing to do, or is there
always a hidden agenda?”

“Well some philosophers argue that there’s a selfish motivation
behind every apparently good act.  Even when someone seems to
be a hero it could have a selfish reason if you looked hard
enough.  You know, maybe people are rewarded by the praise or
glory they get for doing something brave, and that’s their
motivation.  Isn’t that selfish?  In fact, look at cops
and firemen who enjoy doing jobs that are dangerous—think about
this, Gene—are they being generous or are they just doing something
that they enjoy?”

By now the turmoil within Gene was raging around the utter
hopelessness of his fellow humans’ ethical potential and it was
beginning to seem to him that everyone was motivated only by
self-gratification and personal satisfaction.  No one did
anything out of generosity or simply because it was the right thing
to do, but rather because they had to satisfy a need that was no
different than any animal’s—the need to survive.  He was
seeing Darwin’s dictum in its most literal form and it discouraged
him now when what he wanted most was a happy ending to an
impossible situation. 

But what made him think he was so high and mighty?  Was he
any better than the rest of the poor slobs around him?  Where
was his ethical motivation?  What made him think he would do
any better under the same circumstances that others were failing
in?  The more he thought about himself, the more self-critical
he became and the more he focused on his own misdeeds, his
dishonesty and selfishness, and soon the forces of altruism and
ethicality were struggling within his adolescent psyche against
their natural enemies of selfishness and deceit.  Maybe the
only thing all humans were capable of is self-satisfaction, so why
fight it?  That was probably how he was going to be from now
on, SELFISH.  Take what you can get and the Hell with everyone
else.  His head began to ache and all he could think of right
now was his desire to be free of obligation to everyone he knew and
anyone he might ever know.  All he wanted was to live without
any need to comply with anyone else’s morals or standards, even
God’s … if He existed.

 

Back in the bedroom, Saul gave in as usual and told his wife to
place a telephone call to another of her brothers, Raymond’s father
Dominick (who was like the family lawyer without credentials) and
tell him to come over, in a cab.  “And make sure you tell him
not to take the Goddam subway and waste my time by trying to save a
buck, because I’ll pay for it.”  In fact Dominick hadn’t
graduated from high school, but neither had any of the other
Geminnis, and at least, Dominick was moderately dependable—an
unofficial consigliere.

When Dominick arrived, Saul issued the following
instructions.  “I’m giving you twelve hundred dollars of my
hard earned money to bail out this no-good brother of yours
AGAIN!  I want you to personally hand it to these fucking
shylocks and tell them not to lend any money to this WORTHLESS
sonofabitch ever again, because I’m not going through this any
more!  DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?  THIS IS THE LAST
TIME!”  

Gene had returned from his kitchen conference and was once again
standing with his parents at the foot of Mary’s bed during this
degradation of his father while Mikey and Lenny sat on a small love
seat in a corner, wide-eyed and bewildered at the scene in front of
them.  For a moment Gene had actually thought of defending his
father, not because of any belief in the innocence of Victor’s
position, but solely because of the humiliating and degrading
manner in which his uncle Saul was treating another human
being.  At this point Gene still did consider his father an
unfortunate human being.

On the subway ride home to the Bronx, Gene planned his
escape.  He and Rocky had always wanted to go out West and get
jobs on a ranch, maybe even become cowboys.  They didn’t give
too much thought to the fact that neither of them had ever ridden a
horse, but adolescent boys are not known for their attention to
detail.  He decided to tell Rocky about his plans and see if
he could get his old pal to join him.  The next day when he
presented his idea to Rocky and told him why he was finally fed up,
Rocky surprised him by saying, “I don’t think your father’s problem
has to do with gambling.”

“What?” Gene exploded.  “What the hell do you mean? 
What do you know about the Old Man’s gambling?”

“I don’t know anything about his gambling but I don’t think
that’s why he always needs money.  I saw him downtown once
with some blond woman and a little blond kid, and he was walking
with them and holding the little kid’s hand.  I think that’s
where the money is going.”

 Gene felt like Rocky had punched him in the stomach and
his head began spinning.  He asked him several times if he was
sure of what he saw.  “How come you never told me about
this?”

“I didn’t want to make trouble, especially if I was wrong.”

“What do you mean ‘If you were wrong’? Did you or didn’t you see
him?”

“I saw him, but maybe it was his sister or someone.”

“Are you nuts?  You know he doesn’t have a blond sister
with a blonde kid!”  Rocky had met all of the Geminni clan at
various gatherings that he had been invited to as Gene’s best
friend. Gene knew that Rocky had been trying to protect him and his
family from information that would have been very upsetting to
them.

Gene was screaming by now and Rocky was getting worried. 
He knew his friend’s temper could get violent and he didn’t want to
push him too far.  There was no doubt about it said Rocky, and
the reason he never mentioned it to Gene was that he knew it could
be a disaster for his best friend and his family.

 

Gene felt like fainting.  Is this where the money was going
all these years?  Did his father have a girlfriend?  With
a kid?  Was it his kid?  Was she blackmailing
him?   Struggling to repress the urge to vomit, he was
barely able to continue listening as Rocky told him of his
encounter with Victor.  “I was down in Little Italy—on
Mulberry Street one day delivering a package for my boss—and I saw
your father walking holding hands with a blond woman and a small
boy with the same color hair; he looked like her kid.  He
didn’t see me and I didn’t want him to, so I ducked into a
doorway.  Man, I was scared or embarrassed or something. 
I didn’t know what the Hell to do.  I waited a little while
and peeked out, and then I looked up and down the street, but they
weren’t there any more.  I thought maybe they went into one of
the apartment buildings.  You know, the ones that have signs
reading “Furnished Apts. For Rent.”

 

Gene tried to concoct a plan for doing some detective work and
either finding the woman, or better, catching his father together
with her.  He thought of knocking on apartment doors in all of
the buildings on the street under some pretext, just to get a
glimpse of whoever answered the door.  “We could carry a
package like we’re delivering it, and whoever answers the door you
can tell me if it’s her.”

“There’s five or six buildings along there.  They coulda
gone into any one of them and there’s dozens of apartments in each
one.  Suppose they ain’t home when we knock on the
door?”  Rocky was not in favor of the idea and Gene needed
Rocky with him in order to have any chance of succeeding.  In
the end he decided not to go ahead with his plan and instead just
keep the information about the woman and child to himself, but for
weeks afterward Gene was depressed about what he had learned. 
He never even thought of following up on the cowboy plan because he
was so shocked and distracted by Rocky’s revelation. 

Although the boys had been friends for several years, their
lifetime bond had been established on the night of August 14, 1945,
when the victory over Japan was officially announced in the United
States. They were sitting on the stoop of Rocky’s tenement building
after school when Jerry Congdon walked by and asked, “Hey, you
guys, did you hear that the Japs surrendered and the war’s
over?”

 “Yeah,” Gene replied, “and I heard that there’s gonna be a
big celebration down on Times Square; why don’t we all go down and
have some fun? Wanna go?”

 “I’ll go with you,” Rocky offered, “but let’s get some of
my father’s wine and get high first so that we can be in the right
mood.” 

Rocky’s father was an “ice man,” who ran a small business
delivering ice to those tenants who still had ice boxes instead of
refrigerators, and kept a well-stocked wine closet which his son
frequented whenever it contained an open bottle. He and Gene had on
more than one occasion taken a few slugs from bottles and then
replaced the wine with some tap water so that the level would not
appear to have gone down. Not being an oenophile, and during the
day, usually having had more than half a bottle which he kept in
his small ice wagon, the father never noticed the altered
flavor.   

That evening, the two sixteen-year-olds departed slightly from
their usual sipping procedure, and while Rocky’s parents dozed on
the living room couch, they sneaked into his father’s wine closet
and pilfered two unopened bottles of vermouth from the dozens that
were stored there. They took them up to the roof of Rocky’s
apartment building to watch the fireworks that were exploding all
over the city and to celebrate their country’s success by draining
a bottle of cheap, sweet vermouth each. When they had thus consumed
both fifths of wine, they headed for the subway and down to Times
Square to be part of the big celebration that was already well
under way.

“What station do we get off at?” Rocky asked, slurring “station”
so that on each attempt it came out as “shayshun” then “saytchin”
and then after a mangled “sainchuh,” he blurted out, “You know what
I mean, what stop do we get off?”

Unfortunately, they were so drunk, that they took the wrong
train and wound up on East Forty-second Street, way over on
Lexington Avenue, so they had to walk more than six long crosstown
blocks to get to Times square on Broadway. Staggering out of Grand
Central Station and zigzagging onto Forty-third street off
Vanderbilt Avenue, they encountered a mounted New York City
Policeman who was patrolling the area in anticipation of great
disturbances to come from the revelers, some of whom had other
agendas.

Trotting up to the obviously inebriated youths, the cop jovially
saluted them and asked, “You guys headed for the Square?”

Trying to maintain composure, Gene smiled and said, “Yeah, we’re
just goin’ to see what’s happening.”

“Have you fellows had anything to drink? You look pretty young
to be out alone here and under the influence.”

“Nah. We’re okay.  Our parent’s know we’re here,” Gene
lied.”

“Hey that’s a beautiful horse you got there. What’s his name?”
Rocky asked innocently, hoping to change the direction of the
conversation before the policeman could really examine them, and
before the officer could respond, and to Rocky’s horror, Gene, who
was completely smashed, slapped the chestnut stallion hard on the
hind quarter and yelled, “Hi Ho Silver, Awayyyyy!”

 Instantly, the startled animal leaped forward and surged
ahead a hundred feet or so, east on Forty-third Street before the
startled and outraged policeman could bring it under control by
yelling and tugging at the reins. He then turned the agitated beast
about, and cantered back up the street to the boys who, by now were
running and stumbling westward toward Madison Avenue. As the horse
and rider closed the gap between them, Rocky believing he was about
to be shot or trampled in the next few seconds, threw his hands up
in the air screaming, “It wasn’t me! It wasn’t me,” as the
infuriated cop bore down on them, his mount now at a full gallop.
Gene, meanwhile, had dodged into a closed store front and then
collapsed to the ground in a paroxysm of drunken laughter. Aiming
straight for the prostrate miscreant, the horse thundered up onto
the sidewalk and came to a halt just before he was about to trample
the now temporarily sobered and terrified oldest son of Victor
Geminni, who was about to go to jail for the first time in his
young life.

The cop herded them to the corner “call box” and requested a
police car to transport the pair to the Midtown South Precinct jail
on West Thirty-fifth Street. They were no longer giggling when they
were shoved into the back seat of the vehicle by two burly cops who
were already under the strain of dealing with the seven-hundred and
fifty- thousand people—mostly New Yorkers—who had flooded the
Midtown area, and before long the two of them were waiting their
turn in the holding cell of the precinct.

Fortunately for the young inebriates, the desk sergeant, who was
struggling against an avalanche of real problems from the hordes of
disorderly window breakers, bottle throwers, pyromaniacs, street
fighters and other drunken patriots, decided to let the two kids go
after spending three hours in the cell and since they were by now
behaving themselves, he sent them home with a warning before any
paper work had been completed. As far as the City of New York was
concerned there was no record of this misdeed committed by Gene
Geminni and Rocky De Costa.

Now that they were sober, instead of going straight home, they
easily found their way to the “Crossroads of the World” where they
became part of the two million people who watched the words
“OFFICIAL – TRUMAN ANNOUNCES JAPANESE SURRENDER” as it had been
continuously blazing across the face of the New York Times building
since 7:03 that evening.

 

 

In the weeks and months following Rocky’s revelation, sometimes,
at the supper table he would ask a question like, “What happened at
the union meeting last night?”  He wanted to see how his
father would react.  “Same old baloney,” was the casual reply,
and Gene was struck with how deceptive and detached this person
could be, and he began to despise him even more.  With almost
a year to go before graduation, he vowed he would get a job and
save enough money to leave the family and live on his own away from
this intolerable situation.

As he was leaving the school building one afternoon, Gene had
paused before a huge bulletin board in the school lobby and noticed
a small slip of paper that had been cut out of a magazine and was
pinned to the board.  It read “Earn forty cents an hour after
school and on weekends.  Contact William Schultz at the New
York Public Library Main Reading Room.”   The possibility
of getting a job excited him, so without hesitation he took the
subway downtown to Grand Central Station and walked the three long
cross-town blocks over to Fifth Avenue to the white marble building
with the Corinthian columns he had passed by so many times when he
was in Manhattan. 

One of the great repositories of human knowledge, the Main
Branch of the New York Public Library on Fifth Avenue between
Fortieth and Forty-second Streets is a huge Beaux Arts style
structure whose twin marble lions that flank the entrance stairs
identifies it as one of the city’s most famous landmarks. 
Like most New Yorkers, Gene had never been inside the massive
building, relying instead on the local branch in his neighborhood,
also called the New York Public Library, which was a much more
modest edifice.  In 1945, the cavernous central reading room,
where scholars and beggars alike mixed at the massive oak tables to
read or to doze, was separated from the floors below where most of
the library’s holdings were housed in the “stacks.”  In order
to obtain a book, the reader submitted a call slip at the
librarian’s desk which was then sent by pneumatic tube down to the
stacks where a crew of high school students sat around a large
table waiting for the rumbling in the tube that signaled the
explosion of the container out of the chute into a tray.  The
stack boy (or girl) would take the slip out of the cylindrical
container and using the training provided in the hour before
employment, speedily rush to the appropriate stack to obtain the
volume and place it on a dumbwaiter which was then sent up to the
waiting librarian who presented it to the reader.  The kids
were timed on their retrievals and monthly report cards were issued
in order to keep the books flowing speedily to expectant and
impatient readers.   This was the environment that Gene
entered for the first time as he ran up the marble stairs to look
for Mr. Schultz and put in an application to become a “stack
boy.”

On the other side of the Bronx from the High School of Science,
an almost-fifteen-year-old high-school girl at Evander Childs High
School, named Ginny who was eager to earn some money in order to
buy a new Easter outfit mentioned that fact to her girl friend on
the subway ride home one day.  Her friend told her that she
worked at the New York Public Library two or three hours a day
after school and on weekends in the stacks and was paid forty cents
an hour.  The next day, Ginny took the subway down to the
library and applied for the first paying job she had ever held in
her life. 

 

Two weeks after he was hired as a stack boy another high school
kid named Ginny Parelli was hired and placed on a schedule that
started an hour after Gene’s did, so each afternoon they had two
overlapping hours which were spent waiting for call slips at the
same table.   Within a few weeks they found each other
dreading the rumble of the message tube that signified the arrival
of a call slip because it meant the discussion they were eagerly
engaged in had to be interrupted as one of them would have to run
off to obtain the requested tome.  They didn’t realize it yet,
but they had already fallen in love.  Each day, in the hour
before Ginny arrived, Gene would sit at the table and wait eagerly
for the sound of scuffing sandals on the concrete floor that he
knew would be followed by the appearance of the loveliest girl he
had ever known.  A little taller than Gene, with a beautiful
figure and stunning smile (she seemed to be always smiling) Ginny
and Gene would ride the subway home together to One Hundred and
twenty-fifth Street where he would take the local to Hunts Point
and she the express to West Farms Road where she lived.  All
they did was talk; talk about school; talk about their jobs; talk
about their families and best of all talk about the things they
read, with each of them sharing with the other some of their
favorite stories and poems they had memorized.  One winter day
as they ate their lunch on a bench in snow covered Bryant Park
adjacent to the library, Gene told her about Charlie Prince and The
Rubaiyat, and they both cried and when he put his arms around her
to tenderly comfort her they kissed for the first time.  At
that moment they both knew they had begun a long and special
friendship, and Gene, became aware that it was possible to want to
love someone else more than himself, and to want to make that
person happy even at the expense of his own needs.

The object of Gene’s passion was not just another pretty
face.  She was a girl who already was demonstrating that she
was to become a woman of extraordinary qualities.  Later on in
his life, Gene came to realize that he would have never had a
chance at survival had he not run into this rare individual who had
insight into others beyond the skills of a trained psychotherapist;
compassion for everyone in the same degree that a mother has it for
her own children and courage, not the
flamboyant-jump-in-the-lake-after-a-drowning-victim kind, but the
steady, dependable the-glass-is-half-full-kind that people usually
label “optimism.”  Ginny had the courage to face adversity and
keep going while still managing to smile and enjoy whatever could
be enjoyed despite the obstacles, and there were going to be plenty
of those in her relationship with Gene Geminni.  She was, in
short, the perfect support system that might enable Gene to
eventually bring to fruition the potential he’d always had but
which was being choked by the rest of the environment around him
and his own inertia.  She was one of the reasons that he
occasionally felt there really was something to the idea of a
“rendezvous with destiny.”


           

Back on their regular schedule of after-school work and free to
resume their open dating, Gene and Ginny began to make plans to get
married.  He was going on seventeen and would be graduating in
June.  He was going to quit the library and get a full-time
job and start attending Brooklyn College in September.  In the
meantime they had saved almost five hundred dollars in a joint
account.

 

During the last few months at the library, Gene had discovered
the potential for him of the “special collections” which were rare
books, art books containing nudes and other books considered to be
pornographic or too salacious for the general public to safely
see.  When he realized what hidden treasures were locked in
the chain-linked enclosure, he found a way not only to get to read
some of the juicier selections but also to sneak them out of the
library.  By the time he left the library, shortly after
graduation day, he had stolen dozens of valuable books, sold them
for a fraction of their value and used the money to add to the
“escape” fund that was growing steadily.

They were having a hot fudge sundae at Maxie’s after a movie on
Tremont Avenue one night when Gene asked, “Have you ever been into
the Special Collections?”   He was trying to steer the
conversation around to the content of some of the more explicit
volumes.

“Of course not, it’s always locked, and only the supervisors are
allowed in there.”

Without thinking, he replied, “Well, it’s not always locked
because sometimes Helen leaves it open on account of she’s too lazy
to get the key each time she has to open it.  I’ve been in
there lots of times and I even took some of the books home with
me.”

 

To his shock she exploded pushing back from the table gasping
“What?  I can’t believe you’re telling me this.” 

“What’s wrong?  It’s only some old books that don’t belong
to anybody.  The city will never miss them.”

“That’s not the point.  It’s not right to take something
that doesn’t belong to you.  What if you get caught? 
You’ll lose your job and maybe even go to jail.”

Ginny sat silently looking at him with such disappointment in
her expression that Gene could not avoid thinking of what a serious
error he had made not only in taking the books, but in telling
Ginny about it.  The last thing he wanted to happen was for
her to lose her respect for him, and he was dangerously close to
that right now.  Maybe it was even too late.   “I
don’t want to go out with anyone who is involved in crime of any
sort.  I was raised in a good family, and my father works
seven days a week to support us.  I can’t respect anyone who
doesn’t want to earn money honestly.”  She looked as if she
was about to cry, and Gene felt a jolting fear; fear of losing the
girl he had so recently come to love by one of his stupid
actions.  He also felt another twinge to that region of his
mind that had been affected by the old woman whose purse he had
stolen two years ago. Although it wasn’t a helpless old victim this
time, it amounted to the same thing, violating the values of the
society, and it was being thrust before him by a beautiful
sixteen-year-old girl who he wanted to be with more than anyone
else in the world.  The way she had stated it, made him feel
ashamed of himself, and he couldn’t stand the thought of her
viewing him with disgust, because he was beginning to realize how
much she meant to him and he wanted to mean the same to
her. 

Although they had only known each other for a little more than a
year, he already was aware that he wanted to spend the rest of his
life with her.  In order to be able to do that he had to
either quit engaging in some of his more self-defeating behaviors
or stop telling her about them and right now both of those were
hard for him to contemplate.  He usually didn’t think about
things like going into the Special Collections area before he did
it.  It just happened.  And he told her about it because
he had this desire to share everything in his life with her—the
good and the bad—and he didn’t want to have any secrets from her,
which was really just another dimension of the open spontaneity
that was his style.  Their relationship seemed to be in
jeopardy but because he had this feeling that it was destined to
be, he knew he had to make a supreme effort to prevent a
breakup.  The way they met had always intrigued Gene and often
led him to think about one of his favorite speculations, the chains
of events that led to particular outcomes, and the notion of
destiny or “fate” as his mother called it.


           
 

Why had he paused before the bulletin board in the school lobby
that day?  Why had he impulsively gone down to the library
that afternoon?  Why had Ginny mentioned wanting to buy a new
Easter outfit to her friend?  How had her friend gotten the
job there?   And on and on.  Nothing dramatic. 
Nothing major.  A phrase.  A question.  A
spontaneous decision.  And the lives of everyone who remotely
came in touch with Gene instantly headed in some new
direction.  Some new direction?  What was the old
direction?  Is there any direction, or is it all like the
spinning of a roulette wheel, just a matter of probabilities? 
If you had taken thirty seconds longer to tie your shoelace this
morning and arrived at the highway intersection thirty seconds
later, the truck that was half-a-mile past you when you merged
would have rolled over you.  It’s that simple.  All
events are destiny-forming events, so why try to figure out what
part is played, or fret over, the small ones or even the big
ones?   Anyway, which was a bigger factor, an
inconsequential remark by a passing stranger or a dramatic plane
crash?  Either could lead to a similarly monumental
conclusion. People often wonder what their lives would be like if
they had married so-and-so or if they had taken such-and-such
job.  Speculating how the difference caused by a major
decision would have affected their lives.  They might just as
well speculate about where they would be if they hadn’t taken an
extra minute to floss their teeth?  Where would they be
now?  And with whom?  Doing what?

All of this was one of the reasons Gene had come to doubt the
existence of God.  Imagine what God’s job actually entails he
thought; determining every action, or event from the falling of a
leaf to the explosion of a supernova; the lives of three billion
people on a planet around a star in a galaxy of 100 billion stars
in a universe of an infinite number of galaxies.  That’s one
hell of an impossible task.  No consciousness could handle
it.  And so he began to part company from the majority of the
inhabitants of the planet.  God was a highly unlikely being
that he had been becoming increasingly doubtful of ever since his
discussion that night, almost two years ago, with Charlie
Prince.  There was no way he could ever comprehend, much less
could he continue to accept, the notion of some super being or,
God.  Gene was undoubtedly on his way to becoming an
atheist.  He also undoubtedly had to start thinking about
making better choices and stop acting impulsively or else he would
create one hell of a destiny for himself.

The four years that he spent at the Bronx High School of Science
eventually turned out to be a near disaster and Gene’s academic
standing upon graduation was number 290 out of a class of 291
students.  He and the kid who had finished dead last jokingly
referred to each other by their respective numbers, in fact Gary
Harold Jensen, Jr.  had autographed his picture in Gene’s
yearbook, “Your pal, #291, Gary.”
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Chapter 6

THE ALTRUISTS

 

The Monday after graduation, Gene started buying the New York
Times in order to search the classified ads for a job.  The
one that caught his eye read  “High School Graduates! 
Earn up to $70 per week!  No experience necessary.”  Well
he was a high school graduate as of three days ago and seventy
dollars a week was more than his father was making.  The one
thing that made Gene somewhat skeptical was the address—One Hundred
and Twenty-fifth Street and Lexington Avenue.  It was in
Harlem, and Gene rarely went down to Harlem.  Not that there
was anything to be afraid of; It just wasn't done.  If you
were white you stayed out of Harlem, just as “they” stayed out of
white neighborhoods.  But intrigued by the salary, which was
high by 1946 standards, he took the IRT subway down to the One
Hundred and Twenty-fifth Street station to apply for the
job. 

Surfacing from the grimy subway he was confronted by a
twenty-story office building that had been constructed almost half
a century ago.  Dark and dilapidated, it loomed over the
neighborhood like an ominous sentinel, although it was more like a
refuge for the circumspect rather than a guardian of the
vulnerable.  After an interminable ride in a clanking steel
cage through a musty smelling vertical tunnel, Gene knocked on the
door of “Fund Raiser Consultants, Inc.”. 

The secretary that Gene encountered as he entered the small
office was a shriveled woman in her mid-sixties whose head barely
reached above the top of her cluttered desk and who spoke in a
squeaky foreign-accented voice as she greeted him and took down his
vital information.  She instructed Gene to be seated on the
wooden chair a few feet in front of her and that she would call the
boss out shortly to interview him.  Through an open doorway
behind the wizened gnome he could see about a dozen desks with men
seated at each one carrying on telephone conversations amid a
constant susurration.  On each desk was a small container that
looked something like a shoebox, only narrower, which reminded him
of the card catalogue drawers in the library.  Every few
minutes one of the men would select a card, look at it briefly and
then dial a number. 

Gene’s intense observation was interrupted by the appearance of
a short, fat, smiling guy with a cigar stuck in the corner of his
mouth who walked from the room and introduced himself as the
president of the company. “Hi, young fella.  I’m Jack
Gordon.  My partner and I run this outfit.  We’re in the
philanthropy business, and from now until the end of June we’ll be
working with the Disabled American Veterans,” Jack explained in one
breath as he led Gene through the open door into the cluttered
smoke-filled room.

“We’re currently trying to raise funds in order to take
paraplegic veterans of World War II to baseball games at the Yankee
Stadium.  The ‘boys’ love it, and it’s the least we can do for
them.” 

During the next twenty minutes Jack bustled him around the room
with the desks and the men on the telephones and explained to him
the duties he would be expected to carry out if he was
hired. 

“We’re professional licensed fund-raising contractors. 
Many well-known organizations hire us to assist them in obtaining
donations to carry out their good works.  The DAV is our
current client,” Jack explained.  “Last month we worked for
B’nai B’rith, that’s a Jewish organization.  You’re not Jewish
are you?  Are you Italian?”

“Yeah, I’m Italian,” Gene replied, avoiding the detailed
explanation. 

“So anyway, after the summer we start on our contract with the
Church of Saint Peter and Paul.  They’re not Roman
Catholic.  Greek Orthodox.” 

Gene was listening intently as Jack steered him toward one of
the desks and motioned him to pay attention to the guy who was
talking into the phone.   Jack’s expression was like a
parent encouraging his son to eat his spinach; eyebrows raised,
lips pursed and head nodding in the direction of the speaker as he
gestured with his smoldering cigar stub, all indicating that this
was the way to do it.  This was the proper telephone
technique.  This is what Gene had to learn to do.

“Hello Mr. Hallerman,” the skinny, unshaven guy with horn-rimmed
glasses was saying.  “This is Captain MacCauley the commander
of the Disabled American Veterans over at headquarters.  
How are you today, sir?”  The guy’s shirt-collar was open, and
his appearance was decidedly unmilitary as he slouched over the
phone with a cigarette smoldering between his lips as he continued,
eyes squinting from the smoke that drifted toward his balding
head.  “I want to thank you, Mr. Hallerman, for your help last
year in sponsoring two of our boys to a Yankees’ game.”  
Gene felt like he was eavesdropping on a general who was thanking
some lieutenant for successfully surrounding an enemy
position.  “Well, sir, it’s that time of year again, and I’d
like to be able to count on your support for six of our boys this
time.”  At this point the general was asking the lieutenant to
attack the stronghold, and Gene was aware that his eyes and his
ears were each perceiving a separate reality.

 

“It’s all pretty easy,” Jack assured him.  “You just read
the spiel that’s on the printed sheet and you call as many of the
‘taps’ as you can.”

Taps was the term they used to describe the people in the files
who were generous and perennial givers to any plea for help. 
The organization had a huge collection of taps, but many of the
employees had their own private depositories that they guarded
jealously. 

“Where do I get the names of people to call; from the phone
book?”

“Nah!  Don’t worry.  You can use the company
files.  You have to keep them private though.  You can’t
reveal them to anyone. This is our stock in trade.”  Each tap
card contained the name, address and phone number of the donor and
most importantly the figure they could be “tapped” for.  Some
taps were rated at hundreds of dollars and were kept in the private
collection of the bosses who occasionally  got on the phone,
themselves, for brief periods.  Most of the taps though, were
two- to five-dollar ones and there were thousands of them, the
mainstay of the company. 

The operation was called a “boiler room” by cynical insiders and
critics of charitable organizations.  The telephone solicitor
received thirty percent of each pledge as his salary, after it was
collected.  The two bosses got thirty percent as their share
and for expenses.   The top people at the charity got
thirty per cent, in this case Captain MacCauley, who was nowhere to
be seen.  And the kid they sent around to collect the money
got ten per cent.    Out of the charity’s cut the
amount that actually went to take “the boys to the game” was less
than five percent.  Gene didn’t bother with the ethics of the
arrangement because he convinced himself immediately that since the
company was licensed and legal that it was a genuinely charitable
enterprise and it was okay to be part of it, although throughout
the summer that he worked there, he never saw a single veteran, a
wheelchair or a ticket to the Yankee Stadium. 

Gene learned rapidly and with his pleasing baritone voice, he
did very well in his new profession.  He turned out to be one
of the best pitchmen in the organization and when summer was over
and he began attending Brooklyn College, Jack and his partner, Lou
Gross, asked him to continue working there all day on Tuesdays and
Thursdays when he didn’t have classes. 

So Gene was there that morning in October when two men wearing
clerical garb walked into the office and Jack introduced them to
the crew.  One of them was Archbishop Clement, a short,
white-haired, bespectacled and kindly looking gentleman who rarely
uttered a word, and the other was a tall, thin, slightly-stooped
figure called Father Alexander.  His was the persona that
Gene, along with the other dozen men, would adopt in the coming
weeks.

Father Alexander was a well-known figure in the neighborhood,
and usually went about his ostensible duties as a parish priest
unobtrusively, occasionally taking food to the poor and once in a
rare while visiting the sick.  His black priestly garb,
interrupted only by the white strip of the collar that collided
against his Adam’s apple when he spoke in his hoarse baritone,
exaggerated his somber mien.  His hawk-like nose added a
predatory air to the Stygian pallor of his countenance.  
Because of his appearance and the few hours he spent in the small
office behind the store-front church, he gave the impression to
many who lived around One hundred and Eighteenth Street, of an
eerily mysterious apparition.  On windy days as he
perambulated along Lexington Avenue in his ankle-length black
cassock he evoked images of Sleepy Hollow in the imaginations of
the few people who had read enough to be familiar with the stories
of Washington Irving.

Once in a while, the good Father was observed meeting with
another cleric, Archbishop Clement, of the Greek Orthodox Church,
whose background was obscure, but was apparently positioned
somewhat closer to Heaven than Father Alexander because of the
obvious superiority of his title.  He appeared to function as
an upper-level itinerant administrator in most of the good Father’s
activities, which were supposed to include caring for his
lower-class, mostly Black and Puerto Rican flock. 

Sometimes the two holy men were seen walking uptown the few
blocks from their small church to a large office building on the
corner of One Hundred and Twenty-fifth Street and Lexington Avenue
where they apparently had an extraordinary interest in some
evidently unecclesiastic activity. 

On this particular morning the two padres strode briskly to the
building, and after riding the elevator to the ninth floor, they
were greeted at the office door of “Fund-Raiser Consultants. Inc.”
by Jack Gordon and his lugubrious, alcohol-scented partner, Lou
Gross.  Despite many superficially disparate characteristics,
the four men shared an important all-absorbing deep interest. 
They were enthusiastically engaged in the noble enterprise of
raising money for the underprivileged residents of their section of
New York City, and the clergymen had come today to work out the
details of the distribution of Thanksgiving food baskets to the
needy, and of course to attend to the necessary financial
arrangements. 

 

Jack introduced the priests saying, “Next week the company is
going to begin on our new contract with these two good holy men
until the Thanksgiving Holiday.  I want you to pay attention
to Father Alexander as he explains the pitch.”

Archbishop Clement, white-haired and saintly looking, stood
quietly at Jack’s side as Father Alexander strode to the center of
the room and stood among the desks.  Speaking softly in his
hoarse rasp he addressed the crew.  “I want you men to know
how much we look forward to your help in providing Thanksgiving
baskets for the poor families in our parish.  We are one of
the most poverty-stricken neighborhoods in the nation.  And
during the next six weeks you’ll be helping them to enjoy the
Thanksgiving holiday along with their more affluent countrymen.

 

“You’ll be using my good name, calling yourselves ‘Father
Alexander, The Priest at Saint Peter and Paul’s’.  Please
respect that.  Also, please emphasize to your donors that they
will be making a poor family of six happy by giving them a complete
dinner with a whole turkey for each five-dollar contribution that
they make.  Try to get each tap to provide for at least two
families, ten bucks at least, since expenses are high in this
program.”

So after Columbus Day the telephone solicitors metamorphosed
from authoritarian men of the military to nurturing men of the
cloth and began their daily telephone conversations by sounding
reverent, gentle and imploring.  Gene, with three months’
experience in the art of telephone solicitation, quickly customized
his new introduction by saying, “Good morning my son, this is
Father Alexander, The Priest at Saint Peter and Paul’s, and God
Bless you today.”  The fact that the person on the other end
of the line was undoubtedly much older than he was and very often
Jewish added to his delight in performing his job and so he had
acquired the ability to put a great deal of theater into it. 
When an old Jewish man would come across with his pledge, Gene
would often tell him “he was thanking him in the name of Jesus”,
and he was “sure he would be blessed for his kindness.”  
The Jewish people usually responded respectfully, almost as if they
believed helping the goyim conferred a special benefit on them, and
they almost always said “Thank you, Father.  That’s very nice
of you.”   Or, “Put in a good word for me,
Father.”   The latter being a bit more disingenuous than
it seems.

 

He really got a kick out of being addressed as “Father”, and it
was not unusual for a potential contributor who was Catholic to ask
to say a confession, if something happened to be troubling them
that day and although Gene didn’t try to deliberately elicit these,
he did get a perverse thrill out of listening to them.  He
didn’t know what he was doing, of course, or if it could be
considered a “real” confession by the penitent as far as God was
concerned, but he’d seen enough movies with Pat O’Brien to be able
to come up with “Say three Hail Marys and five Our
Fathers.”   Sometimes he added “Go, and sin no more”, but
he admitted to himself that this was stretching it a bit.  He
especially enjoyed some of the women’s confessions, and on one
occasion a youngish sounding woman asked him to come to her
apartment so that she could meet him, and he suspected there might
be more to it than theology, but although he was tempted, he begged
off that one telling her “My child, I have too much of the Lord’s
work to do here, but thank you for your offer.”

Once a month, usually on a Friday afternoon, the two clerics,
along with Jack and Lou gathered in the back office to play
pinochle.  They would leave the door slightly ajar in order to
monitor the activities of the telephone crew, and so the combative
sounds of the contest occasionally mingled with the eleemosynary
activities in the boiler room thereby diluting the altruistic
atmosphere of the environment.  Jack was a consummate player
and the stakes must have been healthy because the energy that
emanated from the room resembled the sound track of a movie gun
battle.  “BAM!  BAM!”  Would resound as the final
trump cards were played down and the table shook and the coins
rattled as the players slammed their cards triumphantly against the
wooden table top with a “Take that” implication to the banging that
signified the victory of the winning trump card.  Jack always
pronounced it “trumpf” and whenever Gene thought of the game of
pinochle he pictured the scene of the four con men wagering the
organization’s receipts in the back office, and heard the
thundering staccato reports accompanied by Jack’s cry of
“trumpf!”.

The Monday before Thanksgiving it was snowing heavily and
business seemed a little slow to Jack.  As he sometimes did,
he strolled among the desks listening to the pitch or checking on
the cards lying alongside the phone.  When a contribution was
obtained the pitchman wrote in the amount to be collected and
placed the card at the edge of the desk for Jack to assign to a
collector. 

“Never let them promise to mail in their contribution,” was
Jack’s constant admonition.  “You just can’t be sure of
them.  People are not trustworthy and they always find excuses
to forget to send them in.  Tell them you’ll send a parish boy
around TODAY!  Don’t give them a chance to cool off.”

As he passed Gene’s desk he noticed a card with the notation
“Ten baskets” and he examined it with interest.  He recognized
the name of a famous Park Avenue socialite and patron of many
charities. “Gene, did you just speak to Mrs. Rand?”   He
tried to sound casual so as not to arouse Gene’s suspicion.

“Yeah, she was really nice and said to put her down for fifty
bucks.”

“Do you know who she is,” Jack asked?  Obviously, Gene had
never heard of her and Jack was not about to allow a two-hundred
dollar tap get away so cheaply because a novice employee didn’t
recognize the limits that some of their clients could be pressed
to.

Jack, still holding the tap card hastened into the office where
Lou Gross and Father Alexander were putting the finishing touches
to a bottle of Scotch and told them what had just occurred. “How
the Hell did this card end up in Gene’s box?” he demanded. 
“And only fifty bucks!  God, this lady’s good for
hundreds!”

The three of them quickly gathered around the desk of the
bewildered neophyte and bombarded him with questions aimed at the
exact conversation he had just had with Mrs. Rand. 

“How did you and Mrs. Rand  arrive at that figure? 
Did she offer it or did you just suggest that amount?”

“The tap card said fifty dollars, so that’s what I pitched her
for.”

“That’s a mistake, for Christ’s sake,” Jack sputtered. 
Then yelling to the outer office, “Mrs. Gleason!  Who the Hell
typed up this tap card?  It looks new.”  It was newly
typed and someone—probably poor Mrs. Gleason had dropped a zero
when copying the tap.  It was a serious error.

They discussed it for ten minutes during which Gene was feeling
he had made a grievous mistake.  He had made a mistake all
right and the three operators were determined to correct it. 
When they were satisfied that they knew all they had to know about
the conversation, Jack picked up Gene’s phone and standing
alongside his desk, redialed Mrs. Rand’s number.  Lou Gross
and Father Alexander stood by listening intently and smiling
approvingly as the master verbally caressed Mrs. Rand

“Gooood morning, Mrs. Rand, this is Archbishop Clement at Saint
Peter and Paul’s.  It’s been soooo long since we’ve had a
chance to chat.  How are you today my child?”  After Mrs.
Rand’s brief response, Jack proceeded to astonish Gene by saying,
“I was just talking with Father Alexander and he informs me that
you have kindly agreed to sponsor ten needy families this
Thanksgiving, and I just wanted to thank you personally for your
generosity.”  Gene was puzzled by Jack’s decision to thank
someone after the sale had already been consummated, but by the
time Jack was finished talking, Gene understood that not only had
he vastly “undersold” Mrs. Rand, but Jack had just used his superb
salesmanship to get Mrs. Rand to increase her donation to five
hundred dollars!  He concluded his conversation with the
wealthy socialite saying,  “I’ll send one of my altar boys by
your apartment this morning to accept your check, Mrs. Rand. 
Please ask the doorman to let him in.”

The three collaborators walked into the office discussing their
coup and in a few minutes Father Alexander emerged saying, “Gene,
get in your car right away and get down there to pick up her
check.  I don’t want this one to get cold.”

“Me?  Why me?” Gene protested.

“Because there’s no one else here, and besides you look shabby
enough to be one of my altar boys.”  He was right about
that.  Gene had never been a fashion plate, and today, because
of the snow he was wearing his old torn navy pea coat with the hem
of the lining hanging down in front.

“Why don’t you go Father, it’s only one express subway stop down
to Eighty-sixth Street?  It’s about three blocks from
there.”

“Not a chance.  She’d know I’m not the one she spoke to on
the phone,” and Gene could not agree more since the Father’s rasp
could be identified anywhere and was clearly different than Gene’s
own fairly smooth delivery.  She would never connect the
shabbily dressed “altar boy” with the call she received from Father
Alexander an hour ago if he didn’t do too much talking when he got
there, and there was no need to do that.  After all, he was
only a “poor boy from the parish” helping out his pastor.

“What’s in it for me?” Gene asked.  This was not a simple
deal, nor a small one and he wasn’t going to waste his precious
telephone time and gasoline driving his old Packard down to
Eighty-second Street.  “Who gets the commission?  On what
amount?”

After some haggling they agreed that Gene would get the thirty-
percent commission on the original fifty-dollar tap, plus ten
percent of the five hundred dollars for the pickup—a week’s pay for
an hour’s work.  But he really wasn’t satisfied. 
Associating with con artists was turning him into one himself, and
as he rode the elevator down to street level to get his car he was
scheming about how he could increase his take of this already good
deal.

Mrs. Rand’s penthouse was on Park Avenue between Eighty-second
and Eighty-third Streets and as he parked the old Packard around
the corner from the canopied lobby, he pulled a couple of buttons
off the front of the already shabby looking jacket.  “Gotta
make the right impression” he thought.

 

The doorman, informed by Mrs. Rand of his arrival let him in and
sent him up on the elevator to the 22nd floor where to his
amazement he found only one apartment door.  It was her own
private elevator to the entire top floor of a very large building
on one of the most expensive pieces of residential real estate in
America.

 

The maid admitted him into the luxurious penthouse apartment and
as he stood there beside a large Grecian urn and admired the
opulent surroundings that he had seen only in movies, Mrs. Rand
floated in from another room and greeted him with a white envelope
in her hand saying, “Tell the good Father that I decided to add a
bit more to the donation because the weather is so cold this
Thanksgiving and I want to be sure there’ll be enough baskets to go
around.” 

On the way down to the car he contemplated Mrs. Rand’s
unexpected further largesse and immediately began scheming about a
way to get a part of that bonus as well.  He would have to
know the exact amount of the additional donation so that he could
put his nascent plan into operation.  He didn’t dare open the
envelope because that would arouse suspicion.  Everything had
to fit in with Mrs. Rand’s generous nature and it all had to have a
theme that would appeal to the jaded sensibilities of his
bosses.

When he got back into the car he held the business envelope up
against the cold windshield and peering through to the check
inside, he was able to make out the writing against the backlit
glass.  Just as she had promised, the check was made out in
the amount of six hundred dollars, and Gene wanted more than just
the ten percent “collection fee” of that extra hundred.  His
now well honed skills in conmanship began to come into play, and
during the drive back uptown he worked out an impromptu scheme to
get some of it.  It was a long shot, but they might just fall
for it.  

As he walked into the office, Father Alexander and Jack greeted
him anxiously with ”How did it go?  Did you get it?” 
They were both excited about the unanticipated bonanza that had
resulted from Jack’s intervention into the tap that Gene had almost
decimated by his inexperience. 

Gene responded coolly as he handed the priest the unopened
envelope,   “Yeah, I got it and she said she felt sorry
for me having to wear this shabby old jacket and to tell Father
Alexander she was adding another hundred dollars for him to buy me
some new clothes.  When she saw me, she tore up the check she
had made out and wrote a new one for six hundred dollars.” 
Jack and the priest exchanged questioning glances expressing both
surprise as well as suspicion, traits that had been acquired after
many years in a business filled with unusual unexpected
developments.

“Lemme see that check,” Jack growled, shifting his cigar stub to
the other side of his mouth as he tore the envelope open while the
avaricious cleric hovered expectantly over his shoulder.  Just
as Gene had predicted there was indeed an extra hundred dollars in
the envelope and Jack, looking at his pastoral companion in
altruism who was smiling with a mixture of surprise and
satisfaction, contentedly grunted, “We’ll split it with you.” 
Gene was quite happy with that arrangement, having earned a total
of one hundred and fifteen dollars for the morning’s effort, but he
especially liked the part about having outconned Jack and the Good
Priest. 

Gene was hesitant to tell Ginny about this incident, but he was
so pleased with the financial outcome that he couldn’t
resist.  He tried to present it as a humorous prank of which
he was proud and by the time he was finished with the punch line he
naively expected her to applaud his ingenuity.

“Gene, I want to tell you something that I’ve given a lot of
thought to.”  They were sitting opposite each other at their
favorite table in Maxie’s having hot chocolate and cookies. 
“I think we ought to stop seeing each other for a while because I
need to give myself a break from some of your behaviors.”

“What?  What am I doing wrong?”  He couldn’t believe
she would say this.  Was she serious?

“I don’t think I want to lead the kind of life you seem to be
aiming for.  We talk about our plans for the future, getting
married and all that; you’re in the middle of your first semester
at Brooklyn College, and instead of talking about the courses
you’re taking and discussing what you’re going to major in and how
we’ll live when you graduate, all I ever hear about is crooked
sounding activities.  If you’re not taking books from the
library you’re pulling deals with Jack Gordon.  It’s not what
I want and I need to step back from it.   I’ll be going
with my parents to Connecticut for Thanksgiving, we’re leaving this
Wednesday, so let’s start a trial period now until the holidays are
over and do some other things.  We both have a lot of thinking
to do.”  Gene’s world had just exploded and he wanted to argue
his case, but he could tell from Ginny’s tone that she had already
made her decision.  He wasn’t going to be able to convince her
that what he was doing wasn’t in the same category as stealing
books from the library in order to sell them.

“Look, I know it’s not completely honest behavior, but it’s that
way in any business.  There’s always some kind of gray
area.  You have to use your wits to survive.  That’s how
you get ahead in this world.”

“I’m sorry, Gene, I don’t agree.  You lied to Jack and
Father Alexander and you took advantage of Mrs. Rand’s
generosity.  It doesn’t matter that she’s wealthy and could
afford it.  It was still an act of deception.  There’s a
bad feeling inside of me about all of this and even though I love
you I can’t respect what’s happening to you.  My mind is made
up.

 “For Christ’s sake, the whole operation is
unethical!  I’m not doing anything to them that they aren’t
doing to a trusting public… and they’re using religion and
patriotism to deceive the suckers to boot!  When you’re among
thieves you’re entitled to act like them and play their game.”

“I’m not convinced, Gene,” Ginny said, rising from the table,
and with tears in her eyes, kissed him on the cheek and walked out
of the diner.
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Chapter 7

BROOKLYN COLLEGE

 

Despite his poor performance at The Bronx High School of
Science, Gene was feeling pretty confident as he walked into his
first class at Brooklyn College. He was excited about being here
and he was making little effort to disguise his arrogance. 
Although he had learned in high school that he was far from the
smartest kid in the class anymore, he still felt confident and
interested in college and in becoming something (he had no idea
what) that would lead him to a good job and a successful and happy
future with Ginny, despite their argument.  Imagine, him Gene
Geminni, in college!  He was looking forward to being a good
student and at the top of the class again, because this was not
some elite school full of snobs but a sampling of people from all
over the city, and he’d be able to hold his own.

 

“Where are all the college kids?” he thought as he scanned the
already occupied seats, seats that were filled with bearded men,
balding men, men wearing army or navy clothing, and not a single
girl or woman in the room.  His arrogance changed to
embarrassment as he slinked to the back of the room to find a seat
behind a rough looking guy wearing a U. S. Navy pea coat. 
Could he be in the wrong room?  His doubt was soon dispelled
when the professor announced, “In case anybody’s wondering, this is
History 101, Professor David Maltz, Ph.D at your service.  A
year ago today I was discharged from the U. S. Army as a second
lieutenant, and damned lucky to be alive.  I’m glad to see
you’re all taking advantage of Uncle Sam’s generosity.”

As Maltz walked slowly up and down the aisles he passed out the
course outline and chatted with each of the sober-looking men about
their branch of service and involvement in the war.  He paused
at the desk of an ex-G. I. who was wearing the insignia of the 1st
Army on his khaki field jacket. “The First, huh?  Where were
you soldier?”  The question was understood by all the army
veterans in the room.  The First Army had helped turn around
the near-defeat of the Allied Forces in the Battle of The
Bulge.

“I was with the Second Armored north of Bastogne when Montgomery
broke through the German Lines.  We were on the road from
Antwerp to the Ardennes where it crosses the Meuse River.  Boy
we were getting clobbered by V-2’s when it started to snow and
turned everything into muck.” 

“Hey, we were probably not far apart.  I was at Bastogne
from right after Christmas until the middle of January.  Do
you remember that blizzard we had—I think it was the first week
after the … ”

Although Gene had not expected it, and came to realize it very
quickly, the room was almost completely filled with returning
servicemen from World War II, who were taking advantage of the G.I.
Bill of Rights to go to school.  Even the professor was a
combat veteran of the campaign in Belgium.  The camaraderie
between these hardened warriors was intense.

Maltz reached the back of the room and stood in mock surprise
alongside of Gene’s desk. “Where were you, Junior?  Collecting
scrap metal with your Boy Scout Troop?”  The class chuckled at
the implication that Gene was not in the service with the older
guys.  

“What do you think, Junior, about the Allies’ decision to put a
million men on the beaches of Normandy?  How do you think
Eisenhower decided on that move?”   Gene was appalled;
how should he know what The Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in
Europe had based his momentous decision on?

“I don’t know, I guess he didn’t have any other choice. 
Maybe he consulted an astrologer and followed his
advice.”   The class howled.  Gene was trying to be
nonchalantly skeptical rather than funny but the reaction of the
group only embarrassed him and so the beginning of his college
career was far from auspicious.  In fact, it was the Bronx
High School of Science all over again.  Although the course
was entitled The History of Europe in the Twentieth Century, the
professor and his troops spent most of the time telling war
stories.  It wasn’t his fault that he was too young to have
been in the service during the war, but once again he was the
outsider, and being teased about it besides.

 

Late in November he was summoned to the Dean’s office and he
assumed it was because his academic performance was not up to par,
to put it in very generous terms.  Maybe it was the wisecrack
in Professor Maltz’s class.  He and Ginny had just broken up
and he was depressed over that so he knew he wasn’t giving school
the best that he had, but he never expected to hear the Dean say,
“I’m sorry to tell you this, Mr. Geminni, but we’re going to have
to suspend you because your chest x-ray shows that you have
tuberculosis.”

 “WHAT?” his body went rigid with shock and fear. 
“Tuberculosis!  That’s a deadly disease.  “How the Hell
can I have that?  I’m a body builder.”

In the 1940’s, The City of New York had several colleges that
offered free tuition to all its high school graduate residents who
met certain academic and other criteria and Gene had made the cut
for Brooklyn College.   One requirement was passing a
medical exam that included a chest x-ray for tuberculosis
screening.  Few people ever gave it much thought, certainly
Gene had not, and the threat of tuberculosis was not considered
great enough to even publicize it.  The dean might just as
well have told him he had the plague for all the difference it made
and Gene was stunned with the revelation.

 

“What am I supposed to do?” he asked.

“The Board of Health has a free service at 100 Centre Street
where you can go to get treatment.  I’d suggest you head
straight over there now and get started so you can get this taken
care of and get back into school.”

“What about this semester and my credits?”

“You’ll have to take incompletes.  When you get better,
come back and see me and we’ll try to get you readmitted.”  He
didn’t sound very encouraging, and Gene still found his head
spinning and his ears ringing.

 

In 1947, the treatment for tuberculosis consisted of being sent
to a sanitarium in Saranac Lake, New York up in the
Adirondacks  “The Icebox of New York State.”  Complete
bed rest and the clear air of the mountains were supposed to be the
cure, and part of the problem was that there were no beds
available.  So Gene was put on a waiting list and sent home
and told to stay in bed until he was notified.  He was
instructed to literally remain completely bedridden, except for the
toilet, for the estimated two to three months it might take until
he heard from Saranac’s admitting staff. 

The first thing he thought of was that he had to get in touch
with Ginny.  He was very distraught and he needed to be with
her, to tell her what was going on.  He hadn’t seen her or
communicated with her for almost a month and he wasn’t even sure if
she would want to see him, much less be allowed to visit.  He
decided to write her a letter and three days after he sent it, the
phone rang and he could tell it was Ginny talking to his mother and
his heart began to race as he strained to hear his mother’s
description of what had happened to him.

“Sure, dolling, I know he’d love to see you.  Come on
over.”  He had told his mother that he and Ginny had some
small disagreement and that they would get it settled after the
holidays.  Elena, naively trustful as usual didn’t question
her son’s story and waited for him to tell her that things were
straightened out.  Elena had become extremely fond of Ginny
and had hoped that someday she would be her daughter-in-law, so she
was happy that she would be visiting although the circumstances
were not the best.

It was late in the afternoon when Ginny walked into the sickroom
of the boy she still loved and had been so lost without.  She
was almost happy that he’d been struck with this malady so that she
had an excuse to back down from her decision to stay apart. 
When she saw him propped up in bed reading a book she was amazed to
see him looking healthy, his great upper body build visible above
the covers in his tight tee-shirt, and his unkempt hair curled
wildly above his forehead.  He was so cute she wanted to hug
and kiss him, but he cautioned her about the possibility of
contamination if she got too close, so she sat down on the edge of
the bed and held his hand while he told her about how he’d been
suspended from school only days before final exams and he was
probably going to lose the semester’s credit.  They talked for
two hours until Victor came home from work, and when she left,
although they didn’t actually say it, they knew they were going to
get back together as soon as this medical problem was resolved.

 

The Geminni family was frantic.  There was no precedent for
this in family history.  Aside from a few minor ailments, most
of the aunts, uncles and cousins were reasonably healthy. 
They didn’t even have a family doctor.  When the rest of the
relatives found out about Gene’s plight there were numerous
gatherings and assemblages all centering around what to do about
Gene.  Most were resigned to going along with the Board of
Health’s plan and waiting for the notice to depart.  Uncle
Louis, operating on his usual assumption that nobody knew what the
Hell was going on suggested the idea of getting a second opinion
which in those days was about as uncommon as the television sets
that were just beginning to appear on the market.  Few people
in the Geminnis’ neighborhood had the resources to track down
medical specialists much less afford them, and the notion of
challenging a medical diagnosis was very intimidating.  The
profession had created an image of power and authority that few
poor people ever saw as open to question.  It looked like a
public hospital bed was in the cards for Gene and he awaited his
dead end fate.

But Uncle Louis clung to his notion of getting a second opinion
and since he had been on the wagon for the past several months was
functioning at a fairly high level.  During these periods of
sobriety Louis painted upper-class apartments in Manhattan often
upon the recommendation of his brother-in law and drinking
companion, Saul.  Louis came over to the Geminnis’ apartment
late Saturday night in his paint-stained coveralls and told them he
was going to get to the bottom of all this mess because he had made
an appointment for Gene to have a private consultation with the
Chief of Thoracic Surgery at Mount Sinai Hospital in
Manhattan.  How Louis was able to pull this off is probably
related to the fact that Louis had painted the good doctor’s
Manhattan penthouse for him recently and with his gregarious and
engaging personality had actually become quite chummy with the
distinguished professor.  He probably was also able to get a
few good-sized numbers bets placed for the wealthy physician, and
had developed a sort of “semi-professional relationship” with the
M.D.

When Doctor Harold Sackloff examined Gene and looked at the
x-rays that Louis had obtained and had brought along from the
Health Department he shook his head in disbelief.  “How anyone
could make a diagnosis from this bunch of out-of-focus junk is
beyond me!” he exclaimed.  “Look, son, I don’t know if you
have T.B. or not, but based on these lousy pictures and my
examination of you, I’d say they’re crazy.  The Health
Department only hires quacks who can’t make it on their own, so
let’s get some good x-rays and see what they’re babbling
about.”

A short while later, Dr. Sackloff appeared grinning and holding
three large x-ray pictures in his hand.  He put his arm around
Gene’s shoulder and said, “What position do you play?  Left
field?  Center?” 

“Shortstop.” Gene replied somewhat confused, but beginning to
feel less anxious.

“Get out of bed and go play some stickball.  There’s
nothing wrong with you.  It happens all the time.  Those
schmucks down at the Board of Health can’t tell an x-ray picture
from a baseball card.  I’ll write a letter to those jerks and
tell them to readmit you to school immediately.  They probably
saw some fluid in your lungs, which is gone now—a bad cold maybe,
or a touch of pleurisy.”

It was hard to believe, but he had suddenly gotten a reprieve
from what seemed like a death sentence a few months ago. 
Although it was too soon to think about, Gene was now facing some
decisions about going back to school, making up the missed work and
time.  The inside of his skull felt like it was undergoing a
mixture of rotation and elation, he wasn’t sure which to focus on,
but on the whole he felt as if a cage door had just been opened and
he had stepped out into sunlight.

As they left the office headed for the reception desk to settle
the bill, Gene turned and asked Dr. Sackloff, “Doctor, at the Board
of Health they told me to stop smoking cigarettes, so can I go back
to smoking them now?”

“Sure you can,” was the reply.  Such was the state of the
art of medicine in 1946.

 

 

In January he returned to Brooklyn College with renewed
enthusiasm and determined to get involved in his course work and
not let the failure of the previous semester deter him.  He
signed up for a full course load, including an introduction to
philosophy and comparative religion. 

His professor for the philosophy class was Dr. Cliff Walker, a
humanist, an avowed atheist and a brilliant scholar, who on the
first day of class presented the group with a question, “Can anyone
come up with a logical argument against the existence of God? 
Mind you, I’m not asking for a proof that God doesn’t exist. 
That’s impossible.  I just want one logical argument that we
can all try to discuss.”

Gene immediately thought of Charlie Prince and the epigram he
had taught him, but held back out of fear of being humiliated if he
turned out to be wrong.  Several students offered arguments
which Walker easily disputed, until one young woman spoke up. 
“I remember hearing an argument in which the existence of God is
challenged because each of the premises is inconsistent with one of
God’s supposed capabilities.  I’m not sure of it but it showed
that God cannot be both omnipotent and benevolent at the same
time.”

Gene raised his hand and when Walker nodded toward him he
recited in his hesitant but clear baritone, “Is God willing to
prevent evil, but not able … ?”

“Yes, do you know who said that?”  Walker was pleased and
recognized a potential convert. 

“It was Epicurus—over two thousand years ago.  He showed
that if God was both omnipotent and benevolent, He wouldn’t allow
evil to exist in the world.  Since it obviously exists, there
can’t be an all-powerful and good God … He would have to be
one or the other.”

Walker let no time pass before he reached out to the young
skeptic and started suggesting reading materials apart from the
regular class assignments. The first of these was a paperback
introduction to the history of philosophy which contained readings
from some of the great old pagans of antiquity and featured
Epicurus and The Philosophy Garden.

By the end of the semester Gene was elated to realize that his
own skepticism was foretold centuries ago in the thinking and
writing of some of the greatest minds of western
civilization.  Walker had encouraged him to read Thomas
Paine’s The Age of reason, and David Hume’s On Miracles, and by the
time he had finished them Gene had become a philosophical and
political freethinker.  He now knew why he always had admired
his Uncle Louis, and wanted so much to emulate him, because even as
a child he had recognized and loved the spirit of inquiry which
resided in the mind of his uneducated uncle and the unabashedly
crude empiricism in his “Who the fuck says so?”

 

For a while he thought about going into philosophy and perhaps
becoming a professor, but he could barely look ahead to the end of
his first year of college, much less to a degree in philosophy and
then graduate school.   Anyway, what did a philosophy
major do to earn a living besides teach it?  He didn’t even
consider teaching as a career.  It probably didn’t matter,
because by the end of the semester he was foundering in his course
work and was lucky to salvage any credits out of the year. 
With the exception of the philosophy course in which he earned an
“A,” he wound up with a “C” and three “D’s.”  At the end of
the year his grade point average was one-point-three and he was on
his way to another defeat.  “What’s the use?” he thought, “I
might as well just work full-time with Jack Gordon and save some
money so Ginny and I can get married and get the hell out of
here.”  How long he could continue at that work and where
would they go were two very large unanswered questions that Gene
seemed oblivious to right then.
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Chapter 8

THE ELEVATOR

 

As a condition of his reconciliation with Ginny, Gene gave up
his job with the fund raisers.  For the following year, he
tried and failed at a number of other selling positions, but since
his parents were expecting him to contribute to their living
expenses and he wanted desperately to get out of their apartment,
he needed to find steady employment.

“I can talk to a superintendent I know and get you a job on the
elevator,” Victor suggested.  The family was eating dinner in
the crowded kitchen, and as Elena bustled between the stove and
table Victor was trying to be helpful.

The salary of an elevator operator in 1949 was among the lowest
in society and many operators developed sidelines in order to
supplement their meager incomes.  These sidelines included
booking numbers and receiving and selling small items of stolen
property.  Fencing, as it is called, had the added advantage
of some activity to offset the boredom of standing in one spot for
eight hours a day.  The fencing usually involved the produce
of the building; dresses and suits if it was in the garment
district.  The collaboration of an employee, often a delivery
boy, was usually necessary in order to carry out the operation, and
despite the boring and intellectually sterile atmosphere of the
elevator, it did provide one precious commodity in the
strangulating closeness of New York City.  It provided
security and secrecy, and many an unsavory deal has been concocted
and concluded between the floors of a Manhattan loft or office
building.

This was the environment that Vitttorio Geminni existed in for
most of his working life and since he had neither education or
motivation it was not too hard to understand.  What was very
hard for Gene to understand is why he would encourage his oldest
son to step into the same occupation. Gene’s first reaction was
resentment saying,

“I don’t want to spend my life running an elevator.”

“What’s wrong with it?  It’s steady; you get fifty dollars
a week, and you get two weeks vacation.  It’s guaranteed by
the union.  It’s better than driving a cab.”

Gene was furious at Victor’s pathetic conception of a career for
him and shouted, “You want me to follow in your footsteps?  Is
that your idea of a future for me?  I want to be
something … a success, … I want a profession, … like
a doctor or a scientist.  I don’t want to settle for just
‘it’s steady and you get a two week vacation.’”  Gene wanted
to scream at his father for not having any vision of the future for
his sons.  He always believed that other parents dreamed of
their children going far beyond their own level of success. 
How could any father of sons with high intelligence fail to
encourage them to reach for the stars? 

“Listen, Professor, you’re talking about getting married to
Ginny in less than a year, how you gonna do that without a steady
job?  Take my advice, Mister Big Shot, and get off your high
horse.  I fed you for nineteen years working on the
elevator.  You could become a starter some day.  What’s
so bad about that?  ‘I wanna be a doctor,’ he mocked Gene in a
whining tone.  “You can’t even pass one course and you wanna
be a doctor.”

 Victor was right.  He had no other prospects and had
failed in school, so with the same lack of future perspective that
his father had manifested, Gene took the job.

 

It was in a twenty-four story loft building on Twenty-eighth
Street at the southern end of the Garment District, and after his
ten-minute interview with the super, Al Boreland, he was fitted out
with a uniform and cap and instructed in the operation of the
vehicle he was to navigate inside a four-hundred foot vertical tube
for the next two years. 

He soon became familiar with the privacy that the elevator
afforded for the exchanges of money and goods and other furtive
transfers that could be made without observation or detection, like
bookmaking and pornography peddling.  That same privacy
though, could quickly turn to isolation and make it frighteningly
lonely in a time of crisis.

 

On a spring day when New Yorkers were shedding their topcoats
and going about in their business suits, a short stocky man,
apparently a salesman and obviously in a hurry, entered Gene’s
elevator and rudely demanded “Sixth floor! Let’s go!”  It was
three minutes to five and in less than two minutes pandemonium
would be the dominant state as the factory workers from the
twenty-third and twenty-fourth floors, the largest manufacturing
company in the building,  massed in the corridors outside the
elevators at quitting time.  All the other floors would be
discharging their contents as well.  

The sixth floor was the home of a famous dress manufacturer, and
his workers also would be pushing up against the shaft doors at
five o’clock; twenty-four floors of working people eager to leave
the downtown area for their homes and apartments in The Bronx,
Queens,  Brooklyn and Staten Island.

 

An elevator can be stopped either by throwing the lever into
neutral, or as the hot-shot jockeys learned to do, by swinging open
the accordion gate which broke the electrical contact bringing the
elevator to a coasting halt.  With skill, an operator could
come to within an inch of a level landing just as the gate reached
its open position. 

Well it didn’t work for Gene this time and the car stopped a
full foot below the landing as he opened the main door to the sixth
floor.  The burly guy started to step up and then decided he
didn’t like the idea of having to do that so he removed his foot
from the landing stepped back into the elevator and demanded “Level
this fucking car off!”

 

He was having a bad day, and Gene was thinking of the dozens of
home bound workers on each floor clamoring and banging on the shaft
doors hundreds of feet above him.

“Hey man you were already out, why not just do it, and let me
get going?”

The guy repeated, “Level it off I said!” He apparently regarded
having to step up to exit the elevator as an insult—he deserved
better service—and he was going to insist upon his rights. He
wanted Gene to close the shaft door, then close the gate, then move
the elevator up a foot, then open the gate and then the door, and
his honor would have been salvaged.  At least that was the way
Gene interpreted his behavior.

Without hesitating, Gene closed the shaft door and gate, pushed
the handle to “UP” and instead of moving the car the required foot,
he started on his way to the twenty-fourth floor, with his back to
his now furious passenger.

A second later thunder and lightning exploded inside of his
head, the result of a powerful blow by the passenger’s fist to the
temple which dropped Gene to the floor.  As he fell, the
control lever slipped from his fingers, he heard a wailing sound
like the Doppler effect of a siren receding into the distance and
saw a kaleidoscopic phantasmagoria of brilliance and color. 
The car was spinning in both the equatorial as well as polar planes
like the movement of a gyroscope and momentary thoughts and
emotions accompanied the audio-visual effects as the car braked to
a stop near the twenty-third floor. Gene was out cold.

Less than a minute later, when he came to, he lay dazed and
semi-conscious on the hard floor and became aware of the guy
prodding him with his shoe saying, “Come on get up.”  At the
same time, he felt the elevator move as the salesman tried to drive
it to a landing where he could open the door, get out and get away
from the scene by running down the stairs.  Then Gene blacked
out again. 

When his brain became functional the first thought Gene had,
perhaps not so rational, was “How can I kill this
son-of-a-bitch?”  He understood instantly what had
happened.  The guy had become furious when he realized that
not only was he not going to have his demand to “level off the car”
met, but he was going to have to ride to the twenty-fourth floor to
pick up all the factory workers and ride down with them, and he was
already late for his appointment.

In the corner of the eight-foot square cubicle where he lay on
his left side facing the wall and control lever was a bracket which
contained an iron bar, a foot long, an inch thick and with a
two-inch toothed-gear on one end.  It was a tool used by the
elevator mechanic to perform critical adjustments to the cables
that suspended the elevator whenever maintenance was required, and
was kept in each car in case of a breakdown and the car was stalled
between floors.

When Gene opened his foggy eyes the bar was less than eight
inches from his right hand—it looked like it had been placed there
in answer to the question he had asked himself seconds ago, “How
can I kill this guy?”  Later on when he would tell the story,
he thought he recalled some mythical weapon, like “Excalibur”
coming briefly to mind, and after waiting another few seconds to be
sure he was fully recovered from the blow, he grabbed the bar as he
sprang to his feet and swung it down toward the skull of the
astonished salesman who instinctively raised his arms for
protection.

Had Harold Susskind, sales manager of the shirt company bearing
his name, late-afternoon visitor to the sixth floor, and
man-in-a-hurry, not made the aforementioned reflexive movement
which deflected, ever so slightly, the rage-propelled agent of
cranial destruction wielded by Gene Geminni, Gene would probably
still be marking off the pages of a grimy calendar on some
concrete-block prison wall.  The glancing blow served only to
bring the salesman to his knees, clutching his bloody head and
pleading for Gene please not hit him again and to get him to a
hospital.

While Susskind crouched in the corner, Gene drove the elevator
to the original destination on the sixth floor, opened the gate and
doors and told the bleeding shirt salesman ironically, “Watch your
step.”  There were about a dozen people waiting for the
elevator including Mr. Susskind’s cousin Marvin Katz, owner of the
garment business he had come to do business with, and who was about
to give up waiting for his not always welcome cousin. Everyone
shrank back as the bloody apparition staggered out the door into
his cousin’s arms and moaned, “Call an ambulance, and call the cops
too!”

Mr. Susskind had made two mistakes.  The first was to
deliver a sneaky punch to someone who had learned early in life to
hate those who took advantage of him, and always to seek
revenge.  The second was to try to get out of the elevator on
the twenty-fourth floor where thirty, tired, impatient, garment
workers were squeezing against the shaft door when he flung it open
and tried to get out.  Not only did they see some strange fat
guy in a business suit running the elevator, but their favorite
elevator operator, Gene, was lying on the floor in a pool of blood.
Mr. Susskind quickly slammed the door and gate shut and proceeded
to try another escape route when Gene came to and spotted the
weapon which almost led to Susskind’s destruction, and possibly to
the beginning of a lengthy stretch in prison for Gene. 

The police investigation concluded that Susskind had attacked
Gene as the testimony of a dozen twenty-fourth floor workers
evidenced.  How else could this guy have appeared before them
with no signs of disarray to himself with Gene lying bloody on the
floor at his feet, and then minutes later showed up bleeding
himself at his cousin’s door.  Besides, X-rays that were taken
later that evening at St. Vincent’s Hospital showed that his right
hand and arm had seven broken bones including both the radius and
the ulna a pattern usually found when the fist is used to deliver a
crushing blow to a solid object. In this case, it had been Gene’s
skull.

Years later a psychologist asked him why he didn’t just level
the car off and let the guy have his way, or do something other
than make a bad situation turn into an even more violent one. 
In fact, after he had been struck and the guy was prodding him to
“Get up” why didn’t he just get up and take him where he wanted to
go?  Or better yet, lie there and pretend to be unconscious
until the guy went away.  Why not give in, take your defeat
and go on with your life?  His anger was too extreme, his
reaction inappropriate, and he needed to get it under control or he
was going to end up some day with more grief than he ever could
imagine now as a result.  Gene could only shake his head and
repeat several times, “I can’t do it, I can’t do it.  It takes
over me and I’m out of control.”  This inability to gain
control of his anger would continue to be one of the most
troublesome traits of his personality for most of his adult
life.

He had to tell Ginny about the incident because of the wound to
his temple, and she was appalled and once again she reconsidered
continuing her relationship with Gene.  But their bond was too
strong and she still believed that there was great potential buried
within him and against her better judgment she continued making
plans for their upcoming marriage.   Although Ginny was
nagged by reservations about what she was letting herself in for
she loved Gene’s caring in-your-face involvement with so many
people and things, his desperate involvement with his family and
outgoing approach to so many hobbies and pastimes they enjoyed
together, but she knew he had some serious flaws that could not
only get in the way of their relationship; it was also capable of
ending it in one dramatic outburst, and you never could predict
when it was going to happen. 

Nevertheless, they continued shopping for tables, chairs and
couches to furnish a little brand-new garden apartment they had put
a deposit on in Fort Lee, New Jersey, just over the George
Washington Bridge. They also began to read brochures about Miami
Beach, Florida where a friend of Elena had advised them to spend
their honeymoon. 
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Chapter 9

 THE HONEYMOON


                           

 Ginny was excited about the prospect of going to glamorous
Miami Beach, so she grabbed a calendar out of Elena’s kitchen
cupboard and turned to the October page. Since they weren’t
interested in a religious ceremony there was no reason for Gene and
Ginny to be married on a weekend.  “We can get an early start
on our honeymoon if we get married on a Friday.  How about in
the middle of October so we can get away when the weather is
starting to get bad here? I can get my vacation any time after the
first—how about the Friday in the middle of the month—let’s see,
that would be the thirteenth.  How about that?”

“Are you serious?” Elena looked up from her sewing. 
“Friday the

thirteenth is bad luck.  Pick another day, please.”

“”Don’t be silly, Ma.  How can a day of the week be
unlucky?  Does everybody have bad luck on that day?  The
whole world would all have bad luck.  Come on, it doesn’t make
sense.”

Gene wasn’t entitled to two weeks off from his elevator job
because he hadn’t been there a full year, but the boss liked him
and agreed to a week with pay plus the Friday before and the Monday
after as “sick leave.”  That would give them twelve whole days
to enjoy the ocean and the beach.

When friends and relatives, learned about their decision, they
began echoing Elena’s warning to them; some casual, even jovial
about their admonition, but others were dead serious that if they
got married on Friday the Thirteenth, they would be dooming their
marriage to failure and all sorts of catastrophes would follow
them.

This advice not only annoyed Gene, but actually made him want to
do the opposite, to defy whatever they were recommending. 
Without having planned it, he was adopting Uncle Louis’ all-purpose
question, “Who the fuck says so?”   Although he did have
some slight lingering feelings of apprehension because of
deep-rooted patterns that had been instilled in him, he refused to
surrender to their irrationality.  On the other hand, they
would be taking their first airplane ride, so he hesitated for a
brief moment and wondered if maybe they were pushing their luck and
should reconsider the advice.

 On Friday the thirteenth of October in 1950, after a brief
ceremony before a justice of the peace, the newlyweds took a cab to
LaGuardia Airport.  Despite their nervousness about flying for
the first time in their lives, the trip was starting out pleasantly
enough with a sunny day and blue skies, and the DC-3 sitting on the
runway looked pretty new and capable to Gene.  What was not
apparent to anyone except the plane’s crew was that the United
States Weather Bureau was starting to track a tropical storm in the
Eastern Caribbean, and meteorologists claimed it appeared likely to
strike the east coast of the United States within the next few
days. 

Midway into the six-hour flight, the DC-3 climbed above a thick
layer of dark cumulus clouds, and within minutes the flying
conditions became very turbulent.   The frontal low that
was preceding the storm had reached the Carolinas, and without
warning the DC-3 began gyrating wildly as it entered the domain of
the cyclone. 

The smokers on board had been frantically puffing away ever
since the first signs of bumpiness and soon the cabin became a
stifling enclosure filled with cigarette smoke, heat and the odor
of sweat.  As conditions worsened, some of the passengers
began vomiting into paper bags and the combined smells of the
smoke, sweat and vomit caused others to become nauseated.  As
the plane’s motions became more violent, objects began flying
around the smoke-filled cabin and children started to cry while the
stewardesses attempted to maintain calm, and at the same time help
the passengers who were throwing up.  

Somewhere over the South Carolina Coast, the plane started to
bounce, shudder, drop and climb with such force that many of the
passengers took out Rosary Beads, crucifixes and other religious
charms which they rubbed and fondled as they began mouthing words
of frantic supplication.  Everyone, including Gene, was
terrified by now, and as he too was beginning to feel nauseated, he
made an effort to distract himself by observing the actions of his
fellow passengers.  As he looked around the cabin, it was
obvious that many of the passengers were reciting prayers, possibly
The Lord’s Prayer as he had done when he was younger.

“Ginny, they’re praying!” Gene whispered as he nodded toward the
pair across the aisle from them who had folded their hands, closed
their eyes and turned their heads upward towards the plane’s
ceiling. 

“I don’t blame them. I feel like doing it myself.”  Ginny’s
eyes were shut tight, her teeth clenched and her head was pressed
against the seat back.

“Well, if you feel like it—go ahead. What’s stopping you?”

“I said ‘I feel like it.’  I didn’t say I was going
to.  You know that I don’t believe in ‘the power of
prayer.’”  Their words were coming in staccato bursts as the
rapid descents, sometimes dropping hundreds of feet in seconds,
intermittently shut down their diaphragms and vocal cords.

“Jesus, do they actually think rubbing their beads is going to
save their lives?” Gene muttered sarcastically as he leaned against
Ginny’s left shoulder during a sharp roll to starboard.

“I hope it does,” Ginny answered.  “If they’re saved, maybe
we’ll be too along with them.”  Ginny was capable of humor
even when she could hardly breathe because of fear.

“Don’t you remember when you used to wear a Miraculous Medal and
Star of David?  You believed they would protect you and get
you out of tough spots.”

“That was when I was a kid.  They were my ‘magic amulets’
and there was nothing more to them.  If they had any value,
the world would be a lot different place.  These people are
adults, for God’s sake!  Hey Ginny, do you think they’re
making actual requests like, ‘Please keep the wings from falling
off this plane?’” 

Gene was trying to be funny, but his own fear was making him
seem outright contemptuous.  By now it was difficult to hear
each other over the increased roar of the engines as the pilots
used the throttles to attempt to control the plane’s attitude.

“Why shouldn’t they try to get all the support or help they can
in getting through this ordeal?” Ginny yelled as she clutched the
arm rests.   “After all, if there is a God, why not ask
for His help and add to your chances of enjoying not only your
honeymoon, but the rest of your life?”  Ginny was feeling like
their lives were about to end on the first day of their
honeymoon.  “Gene, honey, if they get a feeling of security,
even if it’s totally false, let them do it.”  Ginny’s “live
and let live” attitude was coming out even through her
terror.  “I wish I had something to cling to right now. 
Gene, do you think we’re going to die?”

“I hope not, but it sure feels that way.  I love you
Ginny—more than anything in the world—but I’m not giving up my
principles to save my ass.  If we die—we die.”

“You could be wrong, you know,” Ginny continued.  “Maybe
all these people are right and you’re just backing the wrong
horse.  Maybe you shouldn’t be so arrogant about their
religious fervor.”  Ginny was keeping up a running dialogue,
talking in the hope that it would help her to stop thinking about
her pounding heart, but with the plane alternately climbing and
falling hundreds of feet at a time it was virtually impossible.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Captain Wade,” the loudspeaker
abruptly broke in.  “I’m going to descend to below five
thousand feet, because most of this bumpy air is upper level. 
So don’t be alarmed if you see the ocean coming up when we get
beneath these clouds.”

“Bumpy air!  Don’t be alarmed!” Ginny fairly
screamed.  “Is he nuts?  How can he sound so
nonchalant?”

Moments later, the careening plane went into a steep descent and
outside the windows the clouds streamed by as the plane continued
its sinuous behavior.  Then, only a few thousand feet below
them the ocean appeared, and at the same time, the plane’s motions
subsided to an almost serene undulation.  By comparison with
the last hour it was like velvet and the people in the cabin who
were begging for salvation moments before were now offering
thankful prayers of gratitude.

In the ensuing calm, Gene reflected on what he had just
witnessed and concluded, “I don’t think any of them ever really
examined the practice enough to try to understand what it is
they’re doing.  It’s all a conditioned response that they’ve
been brainwashed with as children. If this fucking plane does
crash, are they trying to get Him to save all the passengers on the
plane, some of them, or only themselves?  Is He supposed to
select the survivors and spare them and disregard the others? 
Do they expect Him to save everyone no matter how badly their
bodies are mangled, or are they hoping He’ll provide a cushion for
the whole contraption and its contents?   Does anybody
have a single clue about how prayer could possibly work, especially
in this situation?”

Following an uneventful landing and recovery of their luggage,
they walked to the bus stop and as they waited for the bus to take
them to their hotel, four of the passengers who were on the same
plane and apparently travelling together were talking loud enough
to be heard.  “Thank God!  The Lord heard our prayers and
answered us and we’re here alive,” one of them was saying.

 Gene couldn’t resist.  “Excuse me folks, but I
overheard you say that God saved our lives because you were praying
to him.  How come he saved mine, and I don’t even believe in
Him?”  The four stared at him with the same incredulity that
Gene had been expressing for the past two hours.  They walked
toward the other end of the terminal whispering to each other and
looking backward toward him as if they were afraid he'd pursue
them.

Ginny giggled, “See what I mean?  It’s not obvious to
them.  You could give them the whole philosophy course lecture
and they’d only think you’re some crackpot.”

“Do you, Sweetie? He asked timidly.

“Are you kidding?  I’d think something was wrong if you
quit struggling.  Anyway, here comes the bus.  I bet they
sit at the other end from us.”

 The bus drove out onto the barrier island of Miami Beach,
as Gene and Ginny, as well as the rest of the passengers slumped
into their seats, drained from anxiety and exhaustion, and in
Gene’s case, from the intensity of his philosophical
ruminations.  The rain was pouring down and the winds were
becoming stronger, but they were now so tired from the horrendous
flight to Miami that all they wanted was to get to their hotel and
collapse.

The bus took them to a station near the Venetian Causeway where
they hailed a taxi to the Cadillac Hotel on Collins Avenue and
despite their distraught condition they were pleased and impressed
by its attractive appearance.  Neither of them had ever spent
a night in a hotel before, and this one was pretty fancy. 
There were palm trees and bougainvillea, gardenias and other
flowers around the entrance and they felt like celebrities—big
shots—as the cab drove up the curving ramp to the main entrance and
a uniformed doorman came out to take their bags.

Later, as they lay in bed, exhausted, thankful it was all over,
each mulling over their impressions of their first day of marriage,
Ginny’s voice broke through the darkness, “Sweetheart.  Don’t
answer me right away.  Just think about this question. 
Isn’t it curious that all those people on the plane—for the rest of
their lives—will tell their friends and families how God answered
their prayers and spared their lives today?  And during that
same time period, you’ll be arguing to your friends how ridiculous
prayer is.  Who’s got the better evidence?”  Gene took
her advice, and fell asleep considering Ginny’s question.

While they slept, hundreds of miles out over the Atlantic, the
newlyweds were unaware that hurricane “King” was intensifying with
winds already reaching one hundred miles an hour and heading for
Cuba as storm warnings went up along the Florida and Georgia
coastlines.  That night the agencies responsible for dealing
with the frequent and expected threats to life and property that
these storms presented were gearing up for what some were saying
would be a direct hit on Miami Beach, and possibly the most violent
hurricane to hit the resort island in over twenty years.

Most Miami Beach hotels of the era were concrete structures
built right on the sand with their huge dining rooms and choice
suites facing east.  When hurricanes struck a resort area, as
they frequently did, the biggest threat on the beach strip was from
the highly vulnerable giant expanses of plate glass that bore the
brunt of the usually westward traveling storms.  In addition,
all the patio furniture, outdoor equipment and secondary structures
that surrounded the hotels could become deadly projectiles, and
efforts were made to get as much of these movable items  as
possible under cover and tied down.

By Sunday afternoon, the hotel guests, many of them young
honeymooners like Gene and Ginny sat around the pool, drinking,
swimming, getting  acquainted with each other, and talking
excitedly and anxiously about what lay ahead for them all in the
next forty-eight to seventy-two hours.  They had tried
swimming in the ocean earlier in the day but already the waves and
rip currents had made it impossible to stand up in the surf and the
hotel management closed its portion of the beach front to its
guests.  They also were handing out mimeographed instruction
sheets to everyone.   These sheets said that all guests
should report to the lobby by five that evening if they were going
to spend the night in the hotel.  They were of course free to
go wherever they chose, but it was strongly recommended that the
hotel lobby be their location of choice to ride out what was now
being called a “killer” storm named “King” with winds already
gusting up to one hundred and thirty miles an hour.  Cuba,
only ninety miles away, was right now undergoing the full force of
the cyclonic winds and it was almost certainly expected to make
landfall here on Miami Beach in just a few hours.

The hotel employees began busily moving the largest and heaviest
tables, chairs and couches into the lobby, as far away from the
dining room’s mammoth plate glass windows as they could. They
planned to overturn these sturdy items to form small bunkers under
which the guests and employees were to huddle when the storm
reached the peak of intensity during the night. If anything
collapsed, if glass flew through the building, they would be well
protected.  Many of the guests pitched in to help, as much out
of fear as a sense of excitement about the experience they were
about to undergo in the next few hours.

 

Meanwhile the winds and rain were increasing and the constant
roar was becoming deafening as the sun went down and the sky
darkened.   Already papers, small objects, and other
debris were flying through the air and were visible through the
other windows and openings of the hotel.  It was no longer
safe to go outside and radios all over the lobby were tuned to
broadcasters whose excited voices were approaching the frenzied
pitch of the wind.

An hour before the storm’s peak winds struck, Ginny remembered
something she wanted from their room and told Gene, who was busy
helping a waiter overturn a large couch, that she would be right
back.  Before he had a chance to respond, she had entered the
elevator, pushed “6” and started up to their floor.  Seconds
later, everything went black as the winds tore down a nearby power
line and an electrical failure struck the area. Anything that
operated on electricity went dead—all electrical functioning
ceased … including the elevator.  Ginny felt the car
lurch to a stop but her stomach continued going up while she was
instantly plunged into darkness.   Below, in the lobby,
Gene realized that she was probably in the elevator when the lights
went out, raced over to the elevator door and shouted up through
the crack in the sliding door jamb, ”Ginny!  Ginny!  Are
you in there?”

From way up in the elevator shaft he heard her anxious yell
back, “I’m stuck, and the lights are out!”  As if he didn’t
know.

“Do you know what floor you’re on?”

“I can’t tell.  I can’t see a thing!”

“Hang on I’ll be right there,” he shouted as he raced for the
stairway at the end of the mammoth room, and two by two headed up
the stairs for the door to the second floor, and down the corridor
to the elevator doors.  He shouted to her again but by her
reply he knew she was obviously still way above him, and so he
continued on up to the third floor where he repeated the procedure
and the fourth and then the fifth.  Now her voice was just
above him, so once again, up the stairs and down the corridor to
the elevator doors, and this time she was just below him. 

 

So the car was trapped between the fifth and sixth floors and
Ginny was very frightened alone in the dark cubicle.  Could it
decide to drop?  Should he try to pry the doors open and help
her to climb out?  What if the elevator moved as she was
climbing out?  He had heard of a case like that in Manhattan
where the person had been cut in half as the mechanism had started
to function and  moved while the man was clambering out of the
car and onto the landing.

Then as they were discussing their options through the steel
doors, the lights went on, the elevator hummed and it started to
move upward, and stopped as it had been ordered to do by its
passenger five or ten minutes ago without any hesitation; as if
nothing was wrong.  The doors opened and Ginny leaped out into
Gene’s waiting embrace and the two relieved young sweethearts were
reunited in a very storybook-like manner.  Not wanting to
trust the electricity any more than they had to they raced down the
stairs to return to the safety of their overturned sofa.

Minutes after they were securely huddled in their bunker a
thundering crash indicated that the entire east wall of the
Cadillac Hotel facing the ocean had exploded and millions of glass
shards from tiny slivers to giant guillotines hurtled through the
huge room.  For an hour after that the wind and rain hurled
sand and palm fronds and all manner of debris throughout the lobby
and dining room and the guests cowered under their couches and
tables, and of course, many prayed.  At this point Gene was
seriously considering it himself out of sheer terror, and for a
moment he understood why logic and reason could be irrelevant at a
time like this, but his philosophizing was interrupted as a huge
wooden panel from a storm door flew against the couch they were
under and nearly turned it upright.

For hours the storm raged and then slowly began to subside as
the eye of the hurricane, which they had been told about, began to
pass over Miami Beach. The chaos and the cacophony of the winds was
followed by total silence and stifling heat and humidity.  As
the calm began to spread, one by one the guests crawled out from
under the couches and some of them stepped outside onto Collins
Avenue.  “Don’t go too far.” they were warned.  “It’s
coming back real soon—even harder.” 

Gene and Ginny walked about a block down the street.  They
were shocked at the sight that looked as if the city had been
bombed out, like pictures they had seen of places in Europe during
the war.  Not a single plate glass window was intact. 
Even the huge steel panels that had been installed to protect plate
glass storefronts were buckled and torn; cars were overturned,
telephone poles were lying across the street, wires were tangled
everywhere and no lights penetrated the rain-drenched ink-black
night.  Large puddles were everywhere and ahead of them,
against a building wall as if it had run up onto the sidewalk, was
a car with two people in it.

Gene and Ginny raced over to investigate and saw that inside the
sedan was an elderly couple with the man slumped over the steering
wheel and the woman slapping his face and trying to revive
him.  Gene rushed around to the driver’s side and leaned in
the window and asked the woman, “What’s wrong?  Can we
help?

“Oh Mister, my husband passed out.  Please help us,” she
whimpered.

 “When did this happen?”

“About ten minutes ago.  We was tryin’ to drive to the
hospital because he was having chest pains and the phones wasn’t
working. Then he just fell against the wheel and the car went up on
the sidewalk.”

Gene put his hand on the man’s chest through the open car window
but could feel no heart beat.   “But I’m not a doctor,”
he thought, “so it might not mean anything.”  A hotel employee
rushed over to help them and suggested they get him to a
hospital.  “It’s only a few blocks down on Lincoln
Avenue.  I’d drive him but I have to get back to the
lobby.”

“Ginny, help me push him over.  I’ll get in and drive him
myself.”  They pushed the lifeless man aside and Gene got in
behind the wheel saying, “Ginny go back to the hotel I’ll be there
in a few minutes.”

“I’m not going without you,” she argued, and before he could
protest, she had climbed into the back seat.  There was no
time for an argument, so Gene turned the key and the car which had
only stalled when it hit the building in gear, came to life and
they drove off. 

“Mister, please hurry or he’ll die,” the woman implored, while
Gene silently thought that not only was he probably already too
late, because the guy did not look alive to him, but they were
risking their own safety by futilely driving a corpse to the
hospital.  The temporary respite from the storm’s violence
would only last a short while; probably less than forty minutes or
so.

They pulled into the hospital parking lot and Gene sprinted into
the lobby to get help, coming out moments later with two emergency
room technicians and a stretcher. Without checking the man at all
they lifted him onto the mattress and wheeled him into the
emergency room.  Gene quickly parked the car and escorted the
weeping and distraught woman into the waiting room where she would
be safe along with dozens of other refugees who had sought the
shelter of the concrete building before the storm began hours
ago.  Ginny stayed with her and Gene went back to the
emergency room and began looking for the doctor, who when he found
him, was already writing out his report. 

“How is he?” Gene asked, almost knowing what the reply would
be. 

“He’s dead,” said the doctor. “Are you a friend or relative? I’m
afraid you’re going to have to give her the bad news.” 

“Me?  I don’t even know her.  Isn’t that the doctor’s
job?”

“Hey, if you don’t want to do it, I’ll get to it as soon as I
finish this paper work.”  Gene was shocked at the callousness
of the young doctor who seemed as if he could not be concerned with
the despair of the elderly woman who had just had her life so
drastically altered but was as yet unaware of it.  For a
fleeting moment he thought of the old woman whose cries of “You
ain’t got much” had so disturbed him years ago and the same feeling
came over him as he realized that this old woman didn’t have much
now, in fact had nothing left at all, having probably lost all she
had ever possessed with the death of her husband.

Gene walked out to the waiting room where Ginny sat with the
woman, and told her, “We have to get back now, before the wind
really kicks up again, but we’ll come back when it’s over to check
on you.”

“What did the doctor say?  How is he?”

“They’re still working on him,” he lied.   “I’m sure
they’ll be out in a few minutes. We really have to go, but we’ll
come back,” they promised as they ran, hand in hand, out the door
and back the dozen or so blocks up Collins Avenue to the Cadillac
Hotel.  The woman yelled after them, “Thank you so much, you
two.”  

As they ran, they were both thinking the same thing, that
someday one of them would have to face the loss of the other and
the thought was so terrifying that they were grateful for the
rising noise and force of the winds and rain that turned their
attention away from grief and death to the more immediate need to
get back to the hotel lobby.  They never saw the woman
again.

The day after the storm, Gene and Ginny and three other
honeymoon couples decided to go to Piccolo’s Italian Restaurant for
a post-hurricane survivors’ dinner.   As they were
showering and dressing for the evening out, the phone rang in their
room.  It was Elena and she had been trying to reach them for
days because everyone was afraid they would be killed in the
hurricane.  She knew something like this would happen because
they were married on Friday the Thirteenth. He repeatedly had to
reassure her that they were all right, and after a few minutes he
brought the conversation to a close saying, “No, Ma.  We’re
fine, in fact it was fun. We had a ball. It was like a big blast
after a homecoming football game.”

“Oy vey!  I was so worried I couldn’t sleep since you
left.  Thank God you’re both okay. Okay Dolling, go and have a
good time and be careful!”  There was a slight pause, and
then, “Oh, before I forget, your father didn’t get paid again this
week.”

“WHAT?” He fairly screamed into the telephone.

“Yeah, he said the boss is involved in a big lawsuit, and
everything is in escrow. What do I know?”

“All right, well don’t worry, it’ll all work out and we’ll be
home next week.

“Okay, Sweetheart, have a good time.”

“I will, Ma.  Bye.”

“Bye.”

Neither of them knew what the hell “escrow” meant.
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Chapter 10

MACY’S SPORTING GOODS

 

Back from their honeymoon and settled into the tiny apartment in
Fort Lee, Gene and Ginny were adapting to their new roles as
suburban commuters.  They loved being able to leave the city
at the end of the work day for the quiet and undeveloped atmosphere
of “Jersey,” which was still the boondocks as far as most New
Yorkers were concerned.  On weekends, they walked along The
Palisades and Gene showed Ginny his old hideout where he and his
cousins used to hold their secret meetings.

Despite the fun of a whole new life and the excitement of being
on their own away from both their families there were two looming
menaces that lurked under the surface of their marital high. 
Victor was causing Elena great distress which she kept passing
along to Gene.  And Gene showed little interest in going back
to school so that he’d have a chance to get out of the elevator job
in the Garment District.  Ginny’s greatest concern, much more
than Victor’s problems, was that Gene would sink into a
permanent  unmotivated state, or worse, become involved in
some illegal activity which was so omnipresent in that
environment.   She had good reason to feel that way,
because as Gene gradually became comfortable and experienced in his
usual activities, he was also becoming adept at some of the
sidelines of the elevator operator. The elevator was not only a
dead end, it was starting to branch off to a fork that Ginny saw
as  the road to defeat for this brilliant guy that she loved
so much. He seemed unable to get onto a track that would lead him
to at least a minimally satisfying lifestyle for both of
them.  She knew that completing his education was his only
hope, but after his disasters in high school and the first two
years of college he wouldn’t allow her to bring up the
subject.  How could the disparity between his exceptionally
high intelligence and abysmally low motivation be explained? 
Was any explanation possible?

She was also eager to have children, but Gene didn’t want to
talk about that subject either, because he was preoccupied with too
many other debilitating issues in addition to the stupefying
drudgery of his job.  The more he flirted with increasingly
risky activities, the more she was worried that it was only a
matter of time before he would make a serious mistake and wind up
in jail.  The fight in the elevator was bad enough, but that
could be attributed to his explosive temper, and of course, he
hadn’t started it.

Included in the job description of the passenger elevator
operator was a daily “relief” of the freight operator.  The
freight man ran an elevator usually located on the opposite side of
the building from the passenger elevators, and it was the coveted
position given to the man with the most seniority.  The
freight man had access to all the goods which were transported in
and out of the building, and if he was smart, he got a sort of
tariff in the form of stolen merchandise that he sold to
connections he had and split the proceeds with the men who pushed
the wheeled trucks that clogged the streets of the Garment
District.  When the passenger operator relieved the freight
man for lunch hours and days off, he got his own opportunity to be
an entrepreneur.

For the next year Gene was careful to keep his activities to
small “gifts” or “tips” that he received for letting other
employees carry out their own illegal deals in the freight elevator
when he was the relief man.  But his caution did not extend
outside the vicinity of his building, and as soon as his guard was
down he seemed to be easily lured into one of the many
opportunities for larceny that abounded in the Garment
District.  On his lunch hour one summer day he wandered over
to Macy’s huge department store to browse among the firearms in
their sporting goods section.

After World War Two had ended, the major arms manufacturers had
switched their production lines from military to sporting weapons,
and with heavy advertising campaigns aimed at the  millions of
young men who had been trained in the use of firearms in the
military, the sport hunting industry exploded.  It was not
unusual for the larger department stores to have weapons
inventories in the millions of dollars, and Macy’s fifth floor
resembled a military arsenal in the years following the end of the
war when sales were brisk to say the least.   Even a city
kid like Gene was caught up in the firearms explosion and having
done a little hunting upstate with a borrowed weapon, he wanted to
“window shop” for a Winchester Model 70 in .270 Caliber, a rifle he
had dreamed of owning ever since he had shot his first
woodchuck.

As he entered the sporting goods department, he was surprised to
see behind the counter a familiar face from the old neighborhood in
the Bronx, Pete Palumbo from Manida Street.  After exchanging
greetings, some reminiscences about the old days and a discussion
of Gene’s interest in varmint rifles, Pete made him a most
interesting offer.  Since there was no question about trust
which stemmed from the many years of association during their
childhood friendship, Pete said without hesitation, “How would you
like to get a few rifles or shotguns for yourself at no cost?”

“What do you mean?  Of course I’d like to.  What’s the
catch?”

“It’s easy.  You come in here and act like you’re buying a
gun.  Just pretend to be a regular customer.  Buy
whatever rifle or shotgun that you want.  That’s all. 
When I write up the sale, you don’t actually give me any
money.  Just let me wrap it up and you walk out without any
problem.  Put the gun in your locker at work and later on when
we get lots of ‘em, we’ll divide the whole batch up.”

“What happens if someone gets suspicious?  What if they
stop me?”  Gene was very nervous but also intrigued by the
deal.

“Why would anyone be suspicious?  I’m the manager. 
It’ll all look perfectly normal.”  Gene was convinced. 
Besides, he could just see himself out in the woods during the next
hunting season, carrying that beautiful, new, Winchester 
Model 70 and the attraction was too great to resist. The first fire
arm that was to be involved in the ingenious transaction scheme
would be designated for Gene, the next one that he “bought” he
would stash for Pete and over a period of a few weeks, they would
be able to amass quite a collection, either for their own personal
use or for resale.  The value of a good sporting rifle or
shotgun ranged into the hundreds of dollars each, two month’s
salary or more for Gene, and they could do very well if they sold
them, even at a substantial discount.  Since Pete had virtual
control over the inventory and books, he assured Gene that he could
keep everything looking kosher.

Was it the larcenous attitude that had been slowly infiltrating
into his psyche ever since early adolescence that allowed him to
accept Pete's offer without hesitation?  Could it have been,
perhaps, the macho reluctance to appear to have been afraid to take
a chance?  The word “chicken” was already a basic epithet in
the lexicon.  Or could it have been that other component of
his personality, (a suicidal impulse would be too strong a way to
describe it) “risk-taking,” which seemed to be well established in
his pattern of behavior.   However a psychologist might
explain it, Gene found himself riding down the escalator holding a
long cardboard box in the proverbial plain brown paper wrapper,
under his arm, and sweat trickling down his sides beneath his
uniform shirt and jacket, and his heart racing … no, galloping
was the more accurate word. 

Heading for the store’s front entrance, he walked through the
jostling noon-hour crowds, people on their lunch hours, who had
only a limited amount of time to spend their money, out the main
lobby and onto the street at Thirty-fourth and Broadway, Herald
Square, the famous location and stage for Santa Claus’s annual
winter festivities.  All the while he felt like his heart was
thumping against his breastbone, and his mind was in a turmoil of
confusion mingled with a kind of clarity of focus aimed at getting
out of the store, without being stopped. 

Because it didn’t come into popular usage until the drug
explosion of the sixties, the word “rush” never came to Gene’s mind
during those four or five minutes; for him rush had more to do with
the hour people spent getting to and from their jobs than it did
with excitement, but that’s what he was experiencing through his
terror, and that’s part of the reason he allowed himself to take
part in this latest enterprise which had all the ingredients
necessary for it to become a fiasco.

The pair acquired four shotguns and four rifles, each of which
Gene would store in his basement locker at the building, and then
take home after work to his and Ginny’s apartment in Fort
Lee.  He planned to keep a couple for himself, the Winchester
and an Ithaca Featherlite sixteen-gauge shotgun, and sell the
others.  At first he lied to his trusting wife and told told
her that he was storing them for Pete who didn’t have room for
them, but later on he admitted to her that they were his share of a
deal which immediately led to the first marital crisis of Mr. and
Mrs. Gene Geminni.  Ginny exploded in an uncharacteristic
manner, because she was a gentle person who rarely became angry or
told anyone off.   But her husband had just confessed to
being involved in dealing in stolen goods, and as minor as it
seemed to be to him, it was far more serious than swiping a few old
books from the library or receiving a blouse or two from a garment
worker for looking the other way.  As far as Ginny was
concerned, if he was caught, it would mean the end of their
marriage, because she was not about to become a patient “prison
widow” if he had to spend time locked up.

Back at work on the following Monday, Gene brought his elevator
to a stop at the main floor, and as he flung open the gate and
lobby doors, two men in dark business suits were waiting.  For
a moment he thought they were passengers who were heading up to one
of the building’s businesses, but he realized that was not the case
when they addressed him by name. “Gene Geminni?”

“Yeah?”

“We’re from the Police Department, and we’d like to talk with
you,” one said as they flashed their badges.   His mouth
went dry and he could feel a wave of heat rise from his chest up to
his temples, while the sound in his ears made their voices seem
like they were echoing down a long hollow tunnel.  He was
stunned, because he immediately felt that he was in lots of trouble
and it was probably connected to the Macy’s operation.  The
policemen stepped into the elevator. “Let’s go up a few floors and
stop.  There’s no need to talk about this in the lobby.”

He was relieved at the thought that at least they weren’t going
to embarrass him in front of people who worked there and knew him.
He stopped the car between the third and fourth floors and leaned
back against the gray metal wall of the elevator and folded his
arms across his chest.

“What’s this all about?”

“Do you know a Pete Palumbo?”

“Yeah, he’s a friend from my old neighborhood.  What about
him?  Is he hurt or something?”

“He’s not hurt yet, but he may be in some pain in the near
future.  We’ve been talking to him about some missing guns
from his store.”

“Store? What store?”

“You know what store.  The store where you used to go and
talk to him in … Macy’s.”

The second detective, who had been silent up until now, moved in
closer to Gene, towering over him and said, in an insinuating tone,
“When we questioned Mr. Palumbo, he said that you came into the
store several times and had certain discussions with him. Is that
true?”

Gene remained unruffled on the outside and looked straight up
into the cop’s menacing eyes, and nonchalantly answered, “Yeah, I
talked to Pete because we both came from the same neighborhood, and
I recognized him one day when I went in on my lunch hour to browse
around. So what?”

Pete had implicated him when Macy’s had uncovered the thefts and
notified the authorities.  Pete had been under surveillance
for weeks  and it had been noticed that he’d had repeated long
conversations with one or two customers but his alibi was that they
were just friends from the old neighborhood where he grew
up. 

“Well, what did you guys talk about?  Mr. Palumbo told us
that he had some conversations about guns with you in the
store. 

“Are you serious?” Gene asked feigning surprise and innocence,
“I spotted an old friend from Hunts Point and we just talked about
the old days.  We talked about going hunting up in the
Catskills some day.  It was just talk. Where’s the crime in
that?”

All the police knew was that there were weapons missing from the
store’s inventory; that Pete Palumbo was the sales manager in that
department, and that he was seen in several discussions with Gene.
Since he had already disposed of his share of the weapons they had
no actual evidence, and thanks to Pete’s skill, there was no record
of the missing serial numbers so the police were bluffing and
hoping that Gene would be able to provide some.  Naturally, he
denied everything and given the weak case against Pete, the cops
were taking a long gamble in hoping that Gene would give them some
clues about the disposition of the guns.  He stuck to his
story, that he knew Pete from the old neighborhood, but had only
seen him once in the store and had spoken to him briefly.  No,
there had never been any conversation about taking guns out of the
store, and he wouldn’t even think of doing such a thing.

It was too complicated for the New York City Police to spend a
lot of time on because, first of all they knew that Gene lived in
New Jersey and they would have to deal with interstate search
warrants if they wanted to enter his apartment.  Second, there
would be an enormous quantity of legal paperwork for them, and the
amount of money involved, less than a thousand dollars, was not
enough to justify it.  Macy’s had to be satisfied with firing
Pete and getting on with their preparations for the “Back to
School”  and “Labor Day Sales” coming soon  and Gene was
off the hook again, but so badly shaken that he couldn’t even bring
himself to tell Ginny about it. 

He knew he had just received a “Get Out of Jail Free Card” and
he was so relieved about it that he made a promise to himself, that
he was going to make a new start in life.
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Chapter 11

THE TRUCKING BUSINESS

 

Gene started his self-renovation by making the suggestion of a
Labor Day weekend trip, a drive up to see Ginny’s sister in the
small Western New York village of Laketon.  He knew how much
she wanted to see her sister’s year-old baby so he traded his
regular day off with another employee, and along with the holiday
that would give them four days for the trip.  He also had
another motive, which for the time being he kept to himself and
that was the intention of checking out the possibility of
relocating up there so he could be out of the Garment District and
even further away from his parents’ troubles.  They had a
great time, and during the visit, Carmine, her sister’s husband,
presented Gene with an exciting offer that seemed like it was
tailor-made to Gene’s plans.  Carmine was a truck driver for a
long distance hauling company and was getting to know the business
and its potential to make good money.  He proposed that they
pool their savings and buy a tractor-trailer rig and go into
business for themselves hauling products for the Walsh’s Grape
Juice Corporation located in Nearby Lorane.  Gene was
immediately excited by the idea and on the long drive back to Fort
Lee, he was unable to talk about anything else.  He pictured
himself driving a big rig on long hauls over the road, no boss
telling him what to do and living in the country, being able to
step outside his door and go hunting in his spare time.  It
could not have worked out better if he had placed the idea in
Carmine’s head!  Ginny was happy at the prospect too because
she could be closer to her sister and young niece and she saw it as
a solution to the problem of Gene’s aimless drifting as well as
being out of the tempting environment of the Garment
District.  Although she would have preferred that he finish
his education so that he could get into a profession consistent
with his high intelligence and his love of reading, to say nothing
of his fondness—even need—for an intellectual challenge, she chose
not to dampen his enthusiasm for the possible change that he was
looking forward to. The plan was for him to go upstate and get
started in the business with Carmine, while Ginny would keep her
job at the Maritime Commission until he could find a place for them
to live. When the guys completed their first delivery to New York
they’d load up their empty truck with the furniture and other
belongings from the small apartment and leave it all behind
them.

So on October 16, the night before his twenty-third birthday, he
kissed Ginny goodbye and got into his little Nash Rambler for the
almost five-hundred-mile drive across the entire state of New York
to Laketon and a new adventure.  He was on cloud nine, and
hardly even noticed that halfway across the state it began to snow,
a phenomenon that he and Ginny would come to live with during long
periods of time for the next quarter of a century.

Carmine was well-known and well-liked in the small community and
they had no trouble finding the right equipment and a banker to
finance them.  They put up their entire savings, five hundred
dollars each, got a bank loan for six thousand dollars, and they
bought a late model International L195, a powerful tractor and a
Fruehauf single axle trailer.  They loaded their first cargo
of forty thousand pounds of Walsh’s Grape Jelly a week later, on
November 2, 1952 and headed for Boston, and just like Don Quixote
and Sancho Panza, they were ready for whatever the road ahead had
waiting for them although it was not likely to be windmills.

The week before Thanksgiving, they had their first New York run
and when they were finished unloading they drove out to Fort Lee
where Ginny was waiting to help them get all their new furniture
into the truck and on its way to their new home, an apartment
upstairs in a small frame house in a village with a population of
less than two thousand.  The change of environments from the
tens of millions in the New York metropolitan area was shocking,
and they never got to feel like they really belonged.  
Gene, especially, was once again aware of that alienation and the
sense of being an outsider, although for awhile it was lost in the
euphoria of the new venture.  His native New York accent and
his street-wise ways were an irritant to many of the people they
came in contact with but he had some genuinely likable qualities
and soon people were able to tease him about the way he said “Pahk
duh cah” and asked “Oddeyheahyet?”  In two months they were
doing so well that they decided to buy another “outfit” as the big
rigs were called, and Gene and Carmine could each drive
separately.  They could double their business, and Gene was
now feeling confident about handling the huge vehicle alone.

The largest vehicle Gene had ever been in much less driven was
his ancient 1935 Packard sedan that looked like something out of an
old Al Capone movie.  Square, black and hearse-like, he had
bought it as soon as he had turned seventeen for one hundred and
twenty-five dollars.  He had put twenty-five dollars down and
had four months to pay the balance.   Now, only seven
years later,  he was driving his own ten-ton tractor trailer
rig down US 17 the major road that traversed  the five hundred
miles from Barcelona, New York on the Lake Erie Shore almost 
all the way to New York City via the northeast corner of New
Jersey.  They called the part of it that passed through
Central New York State “The Milk Run” because along its scenic
stretches all the big milk tankers carried millions of gallons of
produce from the state’s dairy herd to the processing plants in the
big city. 

The Milk Run wound down through the Catskill Mountains which was
one of the nation’s most productive farming regions.  In the
winter it was a treacherous two lane blacktop road with long
winding grades and sharp steep curves along the fifty or so miles
between East Branch on the Delaware River and Middletown just north
of the city.  Particularly notorious was the stretch between
Rock Hill and Wurtsboro where the highway passed through the
Shawangunk Mountains.  Today the road is a four-lane
concrete  superhighway and many of the most dangerous curves
have been removed or softened.  

The January night that he made his first solo run to New York
City it was cold and clear without a trace of ice or snow on the
road except for patches along the shoulder, remains of a snow storm
earlier in the week.  His exhilaration at maneuvering the
mammoth rig with its overloaded cargo of sixty-thousand pounds of
Walsh’s Grape Jelly out of Lorane, far exceeded his level of skill
and judgment with the behemoth, and reaching sixty-five miles an
hour on some of the gentle downgrades in the foothills of the
Catskills around Roscoe bolstered his confidence.  He and
Carmine always tried for overloads, because they were paid by the
ton and they earned more money for the trip despite the risk
involved in getting fined if they were stopped and weighed. 
They’d only owned the outfit since October and the newly created
partners in the interstate trucking business had naïve visions of
competing with Roadways, Freightways and other large interstate
haulers some day.

Driving a tractor-trailer was easy for anyone who had any sort
of experience with standard shifting as Gene had had in the old
Packard.  Automatic transmissions were only recently becoming
popular and most drivers knew how to shift gears manually. 
The only thing different in a truck , aside from the fact that you
were trailing forty feet of freight behind you, was
“double-clutching” which Carmine had taught him how to do in a few
minutes.  You depress the clutch as you shift from one gear to
neutral; let it out; rev up the engine, and then depress it again
to shift into the new gear.  That’s all there was to it. 
Pump!  Release!  Pump! Release!  Smoothly, of
course.  Obviously, if you were downshifting as you descended
a grade in order to help control the truck’s speed by putting the
transmission into a lower gear, it was a bit more tricky, as he
would soon find out.

Climbing the first long grade north of the village of Rock Hill,
he shifted down to “Creeper”, the lowest gear, and the speed of the
rig dropped to less than five miles an hour.  It was boringly
slow, and on hot summer days, many drivers would open the door and
stand out on the running board to catch the breeze, right hand on
the steering wheel as the big rigs ground their way up the
five-mile-long mountain roads.  Caravans of them clogged the
right-hand lane as impatient and angry drivers of cars and smaller
trucks sped by them in the passing lane.  But this wasn’t a
hot summer day, and there was virtually no other traffic on the
road. 

It’s hard for a driver in today’s society to visualize any road
at any time of day being free of traffic, but Route 17 on a cold
winter’s night in the Catskills in the early 1950’s was usually
deserted. 

A tractor-trailer has two sets of brakes.  In those days
the ones in the tractor were similar to those of any other vehicle
and were operated by a fluid-and-cylinder system which are
controlled by the brake pedal.  The trailer, then and today,
has an independent braking system operated by compressed air and is
activated by a lever on the steering column.  The compressed
air is stored in a tank mounted somewhere on the tractor which is
connected by means of rubber hoses to the trailer. Moisture in the
tank frequently accumulates by condensing out of the air within and
periodically has to be drained by means of a petcock, which is a
valve, on the tank.  Gene was never told anything about this
routine and vital maintenance precaution and because of that in the
next few minutes he was going to experience the ride of his
life.

The average educated person is aware of the basic law of physics
that says that the temperature of the air drops as the altitude
rises.  In other words, all things considered, the higher you
go the colder it gets.  Gene was as aware of that fact as
anyone else, but it wasn’t uppermost in his mind as his big truck
chugged its way up Rock Hill that night with the temperature
hovering around the thirty-two degree mark.  By the time he
had reached the summit at five thousand feet it was probably closer
to twenty degrees, and as everybody knows, that is well below the
freezing point of water; including the water that had not been
drained from the compressed air tank of the trailer

As the road leveled out at the top of Rock Hill, the big rig
gained speed and Gene shifted smoothly through the gears until he
was rolling in high at fifty miles per hour.  Gradually he
approached the downgrade and began braking and shifting down as the
huge signs stretched over the black roadway lit by flashing red
caution lights warned “LONG STEEP GRADE!  ALL TRUCKS USE LOWER
GEAR!” 

 

He shifted down into third gear and because of his inexperience
that move now became the third mistake in a chain that was about to
threaten his life and the lives of innocent people in his
path.  Experienced truckers would have at least come to a full
stop on the shoulder of the road and tested their brakes to be sure
they were operating properly.   Most, also would have
gotten out of the truck and drained the air tanks knowing that at
that altitude any condensation in them would be likely to freeze
and plug the brake lines, basically rendering them useless. And
they certainly would not have considered third gear as an adequate
“LOWER GEAR!” as cautioned by the sign.  In fact they would
have been in first gear all the way down the mountain because in
addition to the sharp curves and sheer cliffs on the right side,
nestled at the bottom of the five-mile grade was the tiny village
of Wurtsboro with its one and only traffic light at the
intersection of Route 17 and Route 209 from Kingston, New York.

But that’s, as they say, what separates the men from the
boys.  And for all practical purposes it was a boy who was
behind the wheel of that huge metal juggernaut as it wound the
engine up near the red line and its speed increased to forty miles
an hour in third gear.  The roar of the engine demanded that
he slow down the speeding truck, but the brakes seemed unable to
comprehend or execute that order.  What he didn’t know is that
the ice had already incapacitated the trailer brakes and he was
attempting to hold back the thirty-five tons of truck and cargo
with the tractor brakes alone.  They were not enough.

In the next few seconds he frantically stood on the brake pedal
and at the same time tugged at the trailer brake lever fighting the
steering wheel while feeling the weight shifting precariously as
the rig rounded curves that were meant to be taken at twenty miles
per hour.  He was almost out of control and either had to slow
the rig or jump out.  Because of his inexperience, he could
think of no other options and maybe there weren’t any that even a
veteran driver could have come up with.  For a few seconds he
considered turning off the ignition in the hope that the engine’s
compression would hold the massive weight back, but he feared the
engine might explode under the enormous strain and quickly
dismissed that thought.  So he was back to the either-or
choice.  Slow down or jump!  Could he survive a
jump?  The way the trailer was weaving it might run over him
before he could get clear of the rear wheels.  Suppose he did
manage to roll out of the way, where was the truck going to crash
and who or what might be in its path?  It was pretty desolate
out there; maybe that would work without anyone else getting
hurt.   But no, they would lose everything they had
invested in the business—he had to try to save it!  For a few
seconds he scanned the roadside for a place where he could run the
rig up against a slope, hoping a controlled crash would be the
solution to his desperate plight, but there was nothing on either
side but sheer cliffs—up or down.

The only possible way he could think of to slow the rig was by
getting it into a lower gear, second, he thought, and if he
accomplished that, then maybe he could drop it into first, but that
was not only very unlikely; it was dead wrong!  But he tried
it anyway, and of course, he missed second gear, and now he was
free-wheeling in neutral down the last long grade into the village
of Wurtsboro and already ahead in the blackness he could see the
traffic light in the center of town. 

About a mile-and-a-half ahead, low on the horizon, resembling
Mars on a moonless night, the signal, emulating its planetary
counterpart, was glowing red, and he knew that, now at almost
seventy miles an hour, he would be under it in a little over a
minute.  If anyone or anything came through the intersection
when he got there it would be a catastrophe with him in the middle
of it.  Although there was little activity in the town at this
hour, if the light was red for him when the big International with
its load of grape jelly arrived and someone came through the
crossing there was going to be one hell of an impact, and he and
others were probably going to die in it.

Suddenly angry Mars metamorphosed into lovely Venus’ silvery
viridian  and his hopes rose as he realized that it would only
have to remain green for another forty or so seconds until he had
passed under it.    Hanging on to the chain that
blasted out the klaxon horn that sounded like an onrushing express
train, he roared past the homes and barns that lay scattered along
the roadside on the outskirts of the community, hurtling into and
through the tiny Catskill town and on toward the intersection—the
asphalt “X” that marked the location of his impending cataclysmic
destiny.  Was this to be the meaning of the rendezvous of his
childhood fantasy—a fatal, rather than romantic,
conjunction? 

Two hundred yards ahead of him, before there was any time to
make a decision, or even imagine what he would do, fickle Venus
became the amber of Jupiter and as the terror mounted in his throat
he spotted headlights sweeping the black pavement apparently coming
toward the corner from the right side of the street. 

Dale and Rosalie Bennett were leaving Coughlin’s Bar and Grill,
one of two in Wurtsboro, with their infant baby Darlene sleeping in
the back seat.  They had been there since they had finished
dinner, given Darlene her bath and stopped for a visit with
Rosalie’s mother on Howard Street so she could see the baby. 
They got to the bar at about ten o’clock that evening, propped
Darlene on a bench in her little basket and had been shooting pool
and slowly drinking beer with several other young couples since
then. 

It was about 1:30 A.M. when Dale went outside to warm up the big
Ford so that Darlene would not be cold in the back seat on the
short drive home.   A cloud of steam covered the lower
half of the car as, ten minutes later, he and Rosalie bundled the
baby basket onto the back-seat cushion  and engaged the
transmission for the seven-block ride to their mobile home on
Seymour Street.   They both lit cigarettes and Dale
turned on the country music station they always enjoyed listening
to.

Six or seven beers was well within the capacity of Dale Bennett
and it would be unfair to say that his driving ability was impaired
as he carefully guided the Ford Fairlane toward the street
corner.  In fact, after an evening of drinking and shooting
pool he always exercised extra caution when he drove, because he
was well aware of the subtle changes in coordination that studies
showed resulted from consuming even small amounts of
alcohol.   The traffic light on the corner of Water
Street and Main was red as they approached it slowly, and Dale and
Rosalie were humming along with Johnny Cash as he sang “Your
Cheating Heart” when about twenty yards from the corner it turned
green and Dale began to prepare to make his right turn to go south
on Main Street.  He thought that he heard a train horn or a
factory whistle blowing in the distance, but as he entered the
intersection and headed south toward home it didn’t matter what he
had thought he had heard because whatever it was, it was upon him
in a second bellowing and careening off his left rear bumper and in
a whirlwind of sound, motion and gyrating light-reflections, the
Ford went spinning clockwise and off to the right, up onto the
sidewalk and into the plate glass window of  Newton’s
Hardware, scattering barrels of nails, cabinet drawers of nuts,
bolts and screws, tables of tools and RevereWare pots and pans,
where it came to rest atop a half-century-old cash register inside
the store. 

Dale and Rosalie, bleeding from several cuts, bruised and shaken
but not seriously injured, remembered seeing the lights of a huge
tractor-trailer speeding down the left-hand lane of Main Street on
toward the south end of town and heading for Bloomingburg, the
wailing cacophony dropping in pitch as it receded into the
gloom.  Darlene’s basket was still on the rear seat, and
amazingly, she was peacefully asleep as the Bennett’s climbed out
of the wreckage of their newly purchased used Ford sedan with a
continental rear wheel and awaited help that was already being
summoned by the patrons and owner of Coughlin’s Bar who hearing the
polyphony of engines, horns, metal, and glass were rushing to the
scene. 

Gene could not believe that he had not pulverized the vehicle
that had pulled out in front of him as the light had turned red in
front of his out-of-control rig.  As soon as he saw the car,
he swerved as far to the left as he dared without overturning the
whole outfit, and barely clipped their left rear end with his right
front bumper and as he disappeared down the road into the blackness
of the highway he could see in his right side rear mirror the
spinning vehicle hop the sidewalk and come to rest somewhere in the
row of stores along the street. 

By now the big rig was gradually slowing as the highway began to
level out, the pitch  of the engine and tires performing a
tension-relieving decrescendo that soon revived the hapless driver
from his state of near total psychic collapse.  As it started
rolling uphill leaving the geographic limits of the Village of
Wurtsboro on the way to Bloomingburg, he saw in the distance on the
right side of the road the lights of an all-night diner where
another semi sat with the engine idling on the graveled area
outside the building.  Although he couldn’t stop as quickly as
he would have liked, with the truck now rolling uphill, the tractor
brakes were able to add to its gradual deceleration. 

Finally at rest, shaking, dripping with sweat despite the cold
and nauseated with fear, he debated his next set of options as he
climbed down from the shuddering cab and leaned against the fender
not even sure that he wanted to enter the diner.  Once again
there seemed to be only two choices.   Call the cops,
tell them what had happened and wait for them to come and get him;
or turn around and head back the other way in the direction they
would not be looking for him … and hope he could get away with
it.  In this latter he would still have to deal with the
heavily laden rig and the non-functioning trailer brakes, back up
over the mountain and down the other side.

He never got a chance to make a choice, because as he stood
there shivering in the frigid glare of the diner lights, a New York
State Police patrol car came racing up from Wurtsboro, wheeled into
the parking lot, spraying gravel as it slid to a stop, and a
uniformed trooper got out and approached him asking, “Have some
trouble back there, Buddy?” 

“What do you mean?” was Gene’s innocent sounding response. 
But it was no use and he knew it.  Whatever he was facing now
he was so glad that his ordeal was over he would just let them do
whatever they wanted because he had no desire to ever get back into
his truck, much less drive it over a mountain.

  The policeman told him to lock his rig and get into the
cruiser.  On the short ride back to the accident scene the
officer told him there had been a baby in the car and Gene felt
like the criminal he appeared to be as he sat beside trooper Wayne
Gresham as they rode back into town.  An emergency
vehicle,  lights flashing and steam pouring from exhausts, was
already hooking up to the disabled car and its occupants were being
treated for minor injuries by a fire department rescue technician
as Trooper Gresham stopped beside the  wreckage at the
hardware store. 

 

The Bennetts glared at Gene and he wanted to apologize, but he
just stood there silently as Trooper Gresham radioed in his request
that the sergeant call the local Justice of the Peace and get him
ready for some after hours business.  By three A.M. they were
standing in front of  Judge Rollin Fraser, still in his blue
velvet bathrobe, and listening to Trooper Gresham describe the
incident.  When Gene told of his terrifying ride down the
mountain, everybody felt sorry for him, including the J.P., but
when it was all over he had to fine Gene $100 for reckless driving
and having unsafe brakes, and he would have to stay in jail until
he came up with the money.   They had considered the
charge of leaving the scene of an accident, but Gene eloquently
pleaded his own case describing how it took over half-a-mile for
the heavy outfit to coast to a stop, and the Bennetts now feeling
extremely sorry for Gene, requested that Judge Fraser drop that
charge.  Since no one was seriously hurt, he agreed.

 

The police officer then  took Gene to the county jail until
he could obtain the money to pay the fine, and when he was admitted
to the cell, the other four inmates sat up and asked him about what
had happened out on Main Street.  They had heard all the
commotion and been awakened  as the police, fire engine and
other emergency vehicles had raced by on the way to Newton’s
store.  Gene related his adventure to them and when he was
done,  they said things like, “I’ll bet you was praying a blue
streak”, or “You’re lucky Christ spared your fuckin’ ass”,
and  he became aware that he hadn’t even thought of praying to
God to get him out of the situation. 

 

He spent the rest of that night and all of next day on a bunk in
the jail cell.  He was very depressed and he was aware that
this could mean the end of the trucking business and his dreams of
independence, especially if there was a lawsuit.  But one
thing that encouraged him as he  relived the wild five or ten
minutes of last night’s roller coaster-like experience was that
although he had been  terrified during the ride down Wurtsboro
Mountain, he had remained true to his recently formulated
convictions that prayer and religion were a bunch of
hogwash. 

 

One of the other inmates in the cell with him had driven tractor
trailers for years and in the morning he instructed Gene on how to
drain the water from the tanks when he got out and went back to his
rig.  The jailer let him call Ginny and he told her to raise
the hundred dollars, mostly by borrowing it, and send it in a
Western Union Wire.  It arrived late in the afternoon, and by
the time all the paper work was done and they drove him back to his
rig it was dark again, his heart was heavy, and he still had all
the miles to go to make his delivery in The Bronx, find a return
load, and then make the long trip back home to face the
consequences.

 

That was the beginning of the end of the trucking business, and
all his dreams of financial success, and within a few months, the
bank had repossessed the truck and he was out of work, more deeply
depressed and $7,500 in debt.










THE PROFESSIONAL


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

THE  PROFESSIONAL

 

Luckily for Gene, lawsuits were not very popular among the
masses in 1953.  Although the Bennetts and Newton’s Hardware
did hire a lawyer, they wound up with the same one, an honest,
practical and, in fact, the only attorney in Wurtsboro, John G.
Fitzgerald.  “Fitz” as he was known locally did a bit of
investigating and discovered that Gene would not present a
lucrative target because he was no longer in the trucking business,
he was broke, unemployed, in debt and Ginny was expecting their
first child.  He wisely advised his clients to accept the
insurance company’s settlement and get on with their lives.

For two years after the trucking business failure, Gene stumbled
between jobs.  The ride down the mountain had convinced him
that he was not cut out to be a truck driver and so he tried his
hand at a few factory jobs.  He finally landed a position in a
printing plant which turned out to be a five-year-long disaster,
but in some philosophical way, it was just what he needed. 
Alcoholics believe, as do many desperately maladjusted people, that
sometimes you have to hit rock bottom before you can come back
up.  What this really means is that if you become tortured
enough, sometimes the pain provides the motivation to take the
first step in the right direction.  For Gene, fortunately that
motivating pain was found in the Lake Erie Color Printing Plant and
it brought him into contact with some of the significant figures in
his self-reconstruction. 

Their first daughter, Shirley, was born in 1954, and when she
was ready to enter kindergarten in 1958 Ginny was expecting their
second child.   Since they both felt that it was a good
idea for children to grow up with some familiarity with religion,
and especially not to be made to feel (as Gene had been when he was
a child) that she didn’t belong or fit in, they began attending The
Unitarian Church in Hyacinth.   At first he was reluctant
to get involved with any form of religion, no matter how open
minded they were, but they didn’t want some ignorant teacher to
ridicule Shirley’s lack of knowledge of the Bible, as Miss Shaw had
done to him twenty years ago, and Shirley, already exhibiting
precocious intelligence, was sure to ask lots of
questions.   It would have been impossible for either of
them to sit through any of the more traditional church services, so
the Unitarians, with their reputation for liberal views on
everything were the logical choice.  The minister, Bob Brooks,
was a man of great sensitivity and understanding and Ginny had had
several long telephone conversations with him in which she had
shared her deep concerns about Gene’s dissatisfaction with his life
and work, periods of depression and belligerent attitude. 
Together they brainstormed solutions to the problem as well as
strategies for presenting them to Gene, who was not about to let
someone else tell him how to run his life, not even Ginny. 
Their hope was that they could persuade him to return to college
and complete his education so that he could obtain a more
satisfying job.  In the interim, The Reverend, who was an
ex-carpenter began encouraging Gene to build his own home as a
challenge and a way to obtain a nice house at a reasonable
cost.  He gave him some instruction, loaned him some tools and
building manuals, and within a year, Gene had constructed a
beautiful small home that they moved into in 1956 and for a while
they were happy and untroubled.

The Teacher’s College at Harwood was a well-known institution in
New York State with a reputation for turning out high quality
educators.  If Gene could be persuaded to apply for admission,
it might be the beginning of a new life for them.  Since he
had accumulated many course credits  at Brooklyn College after
high school, it might not require more than two years of additional
study to earn a Bachelor’s Degree in Education.  She could get
a job, and her sister could baby-sit if necessary.  Between
them, in a short time he could have a respectable career, and
literally start a new life.

 

But the problem was how to present it to him.  He had to
think it was his idea, or it had to come from someone who would not
arouse his anger and it was never easy to determine who or what
would make him fly off the handle.   It always amazed
Ginny how this intelligent man could be logically convinced of some
idea but would adamantly deny it, (especially if the idea came from
her, which was infuriating) until it came from the mouth of some
stranger who possessed a mysterious Pied-Piper-like quality,
whereupon Gene would immediately embrace it like the wisdom of the
ages.  Before either she or Reverend Brooks could bring up the
subject it was delivered and received from a completely unexpected
source.

After five years of dirty, back-breaking and demeaning work, and
several fights with his coworkers which resulted in physical,
injury to him and others, arrests for disorderly conduct and
increasing tension with Ginny over his maladaptive behaviors, he
became involved in a particularly violent fight with the plant
electrician.  Since the electrician had started it (and Gene
had finished it) he was not fired, but it didn’t matter because in
the locker room that night his friend Fred Thompson, took him aside
and spoke to him as only a close and respected friend could dare to
get away with. 

“Boy I’ve always thought you were such a bright guy, but you
know what?  You’re a stupid asshole!  You sit around
arguing religion with ignoramuses and fight with them when you’re
bored with arguing, and all the while the only thing you’re
demonstrating to me is that you don’t have an ounce of common
sense!”

Fred was an intelligent although formally uneducated guy. 
He enjoyed classical music and he and his wife had introduced Gene
and Ginny to listening to recorded symphonies which contained music
appreciation lectures and interpretations by music critics which
they’d come to share on many an evening.  He was also an
atheist whose father was an intellectual and a communist, a rare
species in Hyacinth in the early fifties, and the two young couples
spent many an interesting and enlightening evening together,
sometimes along with Fred’s parents, who were among the few people
he cared for and admired in town.  Fred was also so congenial
that he rarely raised his voice to anyone, so the attack coming
from him was such a shock that Gene had to take it seriously.

“You’ve got two years of college and a brain that could be used
to your advantage.  If I were in your shoes I’d head up to the
College and get me an education and get the fuck out of this rat
hole.  Stop wasting your time slugging it out with morons and
trying to impress people with your macho bullshit!”

“What do you mean?  That fucking Polack started it. 
What was I supposed to do, just let him push me around?”

“None of that shit matters.  Who started it?  So what
if he started it?  So you’re right.  Big fucking
deal.  You’re right. He’s wrong. And you’re still stacking
newspapers as fast as they come off the press, and you will be for
the next forty years.  Is that what you want?”

In that instant Gene became aware of something that he’d been
suspecting for several years now, and it became as clear as the
light bulb above the head of a cartoon character. He could not go
on like this as a lower-class laborer, taking pride in his physical
prowess, and it was time to develop the potential that had been
recognized  many years ago by the teachers in P.S. 48; 
his exceptional intellectual ability.  His brain was far more
valuable and important than the ability to defeat some redneck
idiot in a parking lot fistfight, and he found himself determined
to start the process to get out of this hopeless existence. The
night he came home and recounted to Ginny the incident at the
printing plant which brought about this metamorphosis (and which at
first horrified her) could be considered the pivotal point in both
their lives. That was when he then revealed his decision, to get
out of the plant and investigate enrolling in the nearby State
College.  He would request a steady midnight-to-eight shift
which was always available because so many of the men hated it and
he’d have days free to go to classes.   Ginny was
ecstatic and felt a sense of hope for the first time in many
years.

The next afternoon he knocked on the door of his neighbor, who
happened to be the Chairman of the Physical Education Department at
the college, Professor Peter Dimano.  An ex-navy commander and
well-liked soccer coach, Peter got along with all the neighbors and
he especially liked Gene because he had immediately recognized and
admired the intelligence which he found so lacking in many of his
colleagues.  Dimano  knew that given the right training,
which he had helped to provide to thousands of men during his naval
career, Gene (as “the Commander” loved to describe it) was a
diamond-in-the-rough waiting to be polished. 

 

When Gene asked about becoming a student in the teacher
education program, Dimano laughed genially and told Gene that if he
wanted to have the free time to mow his lawn on a spring afternoon,
or do whatever he wanted during the whole long summer, he should
become a teacher!  

“Man, you’re home at three o’clock; holidays and summers
off.  It’s a great way to make a living. You couldn’t have
made a better decision, Gene, so come on down to the campus then,
and get started on a teaching program.  You told me you had a
lot of credits earned; I’ll bet you’d probably be done in a year or
two.”

”I wonder if I could go back to sitting in a classroom with a
bunch of kids?  For Christ’s sake, I’m thirty years old!”

“So what, most of them are good-looking girls.  You’ll
enjoy the scenery while you get a degree.”

“Well, maybe you got something there.  Who would I see
about it?”

“Just go into the admissions office on Colter Avenue and get an
application.  Fill it out and mail it in.  They’ll tell
you what to do from there.  By the way, I’m on the admissions
committee and if you  file an application, I’ll see that it
gets to the top of the pile.”

  He was fired up with the idea, and when he told Ginny
about it she cried with happiness as she hugged him and thought
about the possibilities that his decision had opened up for
them.  For the next several weeks Gene seemed to have a new
attitude and was actually spending time daydreaming about making
positive changes in his life and being a professional.  The
word “professional” made him experience a sense of pride which he
had never felt before.

Soon after his application was received, the admissions
committee arranged for him to take the required written
tests.  If there was anything in this world that Gene could do
as well as or better than anyone else, it was take standardized
tests.  In addition to his I.Q. of close to 160, he possessed
the quality known as “test wiseness.”  This is the ability to
fathom the test maker’s intentions in formulating the questions,
and even in cases where the specific information needed for the
right answer to the question was unknown to the subject, he still
could come up with the correct response.

 

After his application and test results were reviewed, Dimano
arranged an interview with his personal friend, the Dean of
Education, Darwin L. Rhodes.  When Gene showed up in Rhodes’
office in the late summer of 1960, the amiable administrator
already had in his hand the results of all the tests Gene had
completed, and he was astounded.  On every single one,
including the SATs, tests of verbal ability, tests of science
knowledge, and tests of mathematical ability, Gene had scored in
the top two percent of all candidates everywhere in the
country.  Furthermore, Darwin L. Rhodes felt an intense
admiration when Gene had recounted his experiences in response to
Rhodes’ “Tell me about yourself, and what you’ve done in your
life.”  Of course, Gene painted a somewhat romantic picture of
what he’d been doing. 

Discreetly leaving out the more damaging episodes, Gene told
about his disappointment at being forced to drop out of Brooklyn
College because of the T.B. episode; he told Dr. Rhodes about being
a truck driver and his wild ride down Wurtsboro Mountain
(neglecting to mention the reckless driving charge); he described
eloquently how he built his own home by following an instruction
manual; and about having learned to play classical piano pieces
with his mother’s help without bothering to learn reading
music; … and he was charming.  He charmed Rhodes who had
never been inside a truck much less driven one, and who secretly
wished that he was more mechanically inclined so that he could have
built a home with his own hands and most of all, Rhodes always
longed to be a more rugged looking man and not appear to be the
sensitive intellectual  that he was… . he admired Gene’s
combination of intellect and rough-hewn masculinity.

Rhodes admired this man who had a family to support and yet who
had the courage to make a drastic life change, and of course, he
was dazzled by gene’s test scores. In one of those decisions that
Gene later felt was to become his most significant “rendezvous,”
Dr. Rhodes made Gene his protégé.  He became his male Liza
Doolittle to Rhodes’ Professor Higgins (with the appropriate
adjustments, of course, for period, geography and gender.)

On the first day of classes Gene was feeling a sense of
dread.  Not quivering terror but more like intense
apprehension.  Did he really have the intellectual ability to
do college work?  Would the other students regard him as an
old man?  And what would the professors think of someone who
was, in some cases, their own age?  It didn’t take him long to
find out.  Since he had an eight o’clock class and he couldn’t
punch out at the plant before eight, there were a few laws of
physics to contend with in attempting to be in both places at the
same time.  He would have no other choice but to be at least
ten minutes late. 

On the morning when he walked into his first creative writing
class at ten minutes after eight, he felt an embarrassment that
was  reminiscent of the first day at Brooklyn College. 
After the class, he walked up to Professor McLeigh and apologized,
explaining that he needed ten minutes in order to drive from the
plant he worked in to the campus, and would he mind if Gene came
late each day since he was on the midnight-to-eight
shift. 

“I’ve heard about you Gene.  I think it’s admirable for
someone to hold down a night job supporting a wife and two kids
while trying to earn a college degree.  Don’t give it a second
thought.  In fact I’m going to instruct the class on Wednesday
to leave the first seat near the door empty, so that when you
arrive you can just slip into it and there’ll be no
disturbance.   Anyway, I’ve read some of your letters to
the editor of the local paper.  You’ll do just fine in this
course even if you only hand in the assignments without showing up
for class.  In fact, if you have to miss any or all classes,
it won’t bother me a bit.  “Good luck,” he said and extended
his hand.

Gene was stunned. He had been expecting conflict, embarrassment
and resistance and instead his first professor was practically
telling him he’ll probably “ace” the course without even showing
up.  Professor Albert McLeigh soon made him the teacher’s pet,
responded to Gene’s incisive class comments with praise and respect
and often called on him to present his viewpoint on a subject that
McLeigh had just expounded on at length, and he especially seemed
to enjoy it when Gene disagreed with him.   

One day, late in the term, he announced at the end of the
session,  “Class,  I’ve got to attend a seminar in
Buffalo next Wednesday and I’m asking Mr. Geminni to take over the
class for that day.  Is that okay with you Gene?”

For several seconds there was no audible response from anyone
until finally the nominee stammered, “Well, uh, sure, I’d be glad
to.” 

“I’m going to give a reading assignment Monday which includes
General Douglas MacArthur’s ‘Old soldiers never die’ speech, and I
want you to lead the discussion that day, Gene, after you present
the class with a ten minute critique of your own.  I’m sure
you can handle it.”  That was all he said.  He gathered
up his papers and books and walked casually out of the classroom
leaving a stunned but elated formerly insecure older student
standing there already thinking about some of the questions he
would ask the kids, including whether or not they thought MacArthur
was grandstanding.  He had watched the General deliver his
speech that day on television in a Garment District bar on his
lunch hour and remembered thinking, “Yeah, I’ll bet you’re going to
‘just fade away”!

On the last day of classes when McLeigh returned their term
papers with their final grades indicated at the top of the front
page, he had written a note to Gene beside the “A+” which read, “I
received excellent feedback from the students on your handling of
the class.  You will make a fine teacher, and I’d recommend
that you don’t stop with an undergraduate degree here, but continue
on to a doctorate.”   It reminded him of Mr. Horowitz’
words on his paper about astronomy, and the feeling that came over
him was self-assuring and confidence-building to the extent that he
felt his entire personality had undergone a metamorphosis. 
Maybe he was going to be something worthwhile after all.

Rhode’s administrative judgment became legendary because all of
the professors who came in contact with Gene in the next two years
never failed to comment on what a great student he was, and what a
wise decision Rhodes had made in admitting him.   Gene
graduated with honors in the Class of 1962, not only creating a new
and respected image for himself as one of  the college’s most
outstanding products, but Rhodes’s own reputation was
enhanced.  In 1976 Darwin L. Rhodes was named President of The
State University of New York at Harwood, and at his installation
ceremony the Chancellor referred to Rhode’s “outstanding ability to
deal personally with ‘problem’ students.”

The summer of 1962 was an exciting time. Gene had been offered
twenty-one out of the twenty-two teaching jobs he had applied
for.  The local schools wanted him, especially Lorane, where
he had done his student teaching, but he had his mind set on going
elsewhere out of Western New York State.  In fact he wanted to
get a job near New York City so he could be closer to his mother
and provide her with some help and emotional support in dealing
with his brother Lenny. 

In September, now that he was a certified elementary school
teacher, Gene and Ginny sold their home, packed up their belongings
into a rented trailer and drove to the Long Island village of Port
Jefferson where they had rented a tiny apartment.  Although
the teaching job he had accepted was in Commack, twenty-five miles
closer to New York City, rental rates were too high in Commack and
the cheapest decent place they could afford was further away from
the city. They were happy and excited about their new lives and
although they would not have a lot of money they no longer had to
contend with the life of a laborer with night shifts, rotating
shifts, greasy clothes and fights in the parking lot.  He was
going to be a professional!

 

Gene’s psychology courses motivated him to think about his own
two daughters’ cognitive development and in particular he was
struck by four-year-old Annie’s apparent budding skepticism. 
It began with a discussion of the Santa Claus Myth as they sat
around the Thanksgiving table and watched the snow pile up outside
their small Port Jefferson dining room window.  Shirley, now
eight, had long ago abandoned the Kris Kringle myth but kept up the
pretense for her little sister’s benefit.  Now in third grade,
she had adjusted well to the move because of her involvement in a
new school, which she loved, but Annie had been upset at leaving
her friends in Harwood and was lonely in her new suburban
neighborhood.

“How does Santa know that he’s supposed to deliver our presents
here in Port Jefferson?” was Annie’s troubled question to her
parents.  Gene remained silent as Shirley smirked and winked
knowingly at her father while Ginny took up the challenge.

“Well, when we notified the post office in Harwood of our new
address, they sent a letter to Santa,” Ginny replied. 

Shirley was squirming with the effort to refrain from exposing
the fable to Annie that she had proudly debunked to her own friends
three years ago.  She had told all the neighborhood kids that
she no longer believed in Santa, that it was just for babies, and
that she only pretended for Annie’s sake.  Her friends ran
home to their mothers telling them that Shirley Geminni was
spoiling Christmas for all the other kids.  The mothers became
angry because they now had another problem to add to their list of
child-rearing difficulties and Ginny had to listen to several irate
maternal complaints about Shirley’s big mouth.  Now the
budding scientist was struggling to control her desire to do the
same to her kid sister. 

Gene listened intently but remained silent as Shirley smiled and
winked again at her father while Ginny continued trying to explain
the unexplainable. 

“We don’t have a fireplace and chimney like we did in
Harwood.  How’s he gonna get in to deliver our presents?”

“We leave the living room window unlocked on Christmas
Eve.  Santa has some very tiny helpers who can easily climb in
a window.  Don’t worry so much, Honey, Santa is very
smart.”

After a few moments of thought a new anxiety presented itself to
Annie who was now concerned that maybe Santa wouldn’t have enough
darkness to reach their secluded community half-way out to Montauk
Point. 

“When does Santa begin his trip to bring all the children their
presents?” Annie persisted.

“He starts very early, just as soon as it gets dark,” Ginny
assured her.  Annie had made the trip from Harwood to the
Bronx both by car and plane, and her little cognitive clock and
calculator were comparing the velocities of a car, a plane and a
speeding reindeer-pulled sleigh, and she was coming up with lots of
contradictions.   Leon Festinger called this phenomenon
“cognitive dissonance” and Jean Piaget, the noted child
psychologist, termed it “disequilibrium,” but Shirley  would
have labeled it bullshit now that she was eight, although her
parents neither allowed her to or ever heard her use the
term.  Shirley was actually scornful of the Kris Kringle myth,
but was going along for Annie’s sake. 

“How does he get to all the kids in time before they wake up in
the morning?” Annie persisted.

“He’s done it so often that he has the job down perfectly. 
He doesn’t waste any time.”  Ginny was sure this was not going
to be convincing, but she wanted Annie to enjoy the excitement of
the night before Christmas like all the other kids.

“That’s why Santa wants all the children to go to bed early, so
he has enough time to go everywhere before daylight comes.” 
Ginny was happy that the concepts of time zones, Greenwich Mean
Time and the rotation of the earth were not yet part of Annie’s
repertory, otherwise she would have to deal with all the additional
scientific contradictions that would arise when she understood
these.  Besides, she wasn’t too sure of the explanation about
how it was daylight in China while it was night time in New York,
although she knew it had to do with the earth’s rotation. 

“I can’t fall asleep,” Annie announced as she walked into the
living room around ten o’clock on Christmas Eve, “I’m counting
sheep and everything, but all I see is Santa and his sleigh, and I
don’t understand how reindeer can pull a sled with all those toys
through the sky.”

“Honey, it’s too complicated for five-year olds to understand,
but believe me, they can do it.  Now go back to bed and soon
you’ll be asleep like Shirley.  She knows that Santa would be
angry if she didn’t go to sleep and he wouldn’t leave her any
toys.”

“I’ll try, but I’m worried that he won’t be able to do it and
that’s keeping me awake.”

That was the last Christmas involving Santa Claus for the
Geminni family.  Within weeks Shirley was explaining to her
eager little sister how it was all make believe aimed at keeping
little kids in line and behaving out of fear of punishment. 
Annie understood and embarked on her own journey into the arcane
realm of metaphysics.










THE BATHTUB


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

THE BATHTUB

 

Gene’s phone rang at two a.m. and it was Elena calling from her
apartment in Queens where she lived with Lenny, screaming
frantically, “You’ve got to come over right away.  Hurry and
get Mikey too because you‘ll need help.”

“What’s the matter, Ma?  What’s going on?”  Gene
mumbled sleepily.

“Lenny’s in the bathtub and the water is still running, and it’s
pouring out of the bottom of the door and I keep calling him and
the door’s locked and he won’t answer.”  She was very, very
upset.

“I’ll be right over, Ma.  Meantime you call Mikey and get
him to come over there so I don’t have to stop and pick him
up.”

“Well, here come’s another hassle with Lenny.” Gene thought as
he dressed clumsily and told Ginny he’d fill in all the details
when he returned.  It was a semi-annual event. 

Lenny had enlisted in the U.S. Air Force as soon as he had
graduated from high school and was discharged on a Medical
Disability six months later. At Lackland Air Force Base in Texas,
without any warning, he had undergone a complete psychotic
breakdown, was diagnosed as a paranoid schizophrenic and ever since
was subjected to periodic episodes that were terrifying to Elena
and the rest of the family.   It had been six months in
June since the last unsettling event and now it was late in
September.  He was way overdue.

Lenny could get pretty violent, and his anger was mainly
directed at Gene.  For some unexplainable reason Mikey had a
better way of dealing with him than Gene did, and Lenny was more
responsive to his suggestions, but when he didn’t want to cooperate
it was very scary for anyone around him. 

The brothers were almost exactly five years apart in age. 
Lenny was last-born and unwanted, and Gene remembered the bitter
fights his parents had during the nine months that his mother was
pregnant, when all Elena could think of was how “that
son-of-a-bitch knocked her up again.”  She screamed and she
cried and she cursed Victor and one night he even had to choke her
to shut her up, while Gene and little Miguelito watched in terror
as his parents struggled on the bed where all four of them slept in
one room.  Any activity in that bedroom in the small Bronx
apartment was public knowledge to the two brothers who awaited the
birth of their next sibling, (and probably to quite a few of the
neighbors, since it was on the ground floor) and most of the time
the brothers were bewildered and scared, wondering who was going to
get hurt next.  Sometime during the next eighteen years, the
unwanted last-born was going to begin to dominate the lives of the
other four Geminnis.

     “Lenny, It’s Gene.  Let me in so I
can stop the water from running.”  There was no
answer. 

“Lenny! It’s Mikey.  Come on Pal.  Let me in so I can
turn off the water.  Everything’s getting soaked out
here.”  Except for the sound of running water, there was
silence.

“Lenny, listen to Mama Honey.  If you don’t open up I’ll
have to call the police.  You don’t want me to do that do
you?  Please dolling, turn off the water and open the
door.”  No answer.

“It’s no use.  We have to break the door down.  Watch
out Ma,” Mikey said as he slammed his shoulder against the flimsy
paint-chipped door and knocked it flat into two inches of sudsy
water that flowed over the rim of the enameled tub.

The sight that greeted them, despite all its gravity was
actually comical.  Lenny was slumped down naked in the
overflowing tub, with just his red-topped head above the rippling
water leaning back against the tub’s rim.  Perched atop his
curly hair was a lampshade—a small white one from the bedside
reading lamp in his room—looking as if he was sunning himself in a
Miami Beach swimming pool without a thing in the world to concern
him. 

The next hour was spent cajoling, threatening and pleading with
the demented brother to get dressed so they could take him to “the
doctor” for some new medication.  What they really intended to
do was to get him out to the Northport Veterans’ Hospital in hope
of getting him admitted so that the psychiatrists could get to work
on him. He needed strong antipsychotic medication to straighten him
out, but this had always been a tough battle because he hated to
take it

By 2:00 A.M. they had him in the ’59 Nash Rambler, heading east
on the Long Island Expressway toward Northport.  It was about
thirty miles to the exit and Gene had the Rambler floored while
Mikey did his best in the back seat to keep Lenny from getting them
all killed as he struggled to get them to take him back to his
bathtub.  They were about five miles from the hospital when
the siren and red lights of a police cruiser came up behind them
and Gene realized that once again the old “haste makes waste” adage
was about to be proven correct..  This was not going to be
easy to explain and it was going to take time.  Time that he
didn’t want to waste because he had to go to his teaching job at
the Commack school in the next few hours and past experience told
him there was going to be a lot of work ahead at the
hospital. 

After about ten minutes of producing license and registration,
pleading with the deputy to let them continue on their emergency
errand, listening to Lenny’s accusations of kidnapping and
impending murder, they convinced the officer to accompany them to
the hospital but not until he had radioed for another car and
deputy to assist in what he correctly perceived was a “Helluva
mess.”

It was after 3:30 AM when the caravan pulled into the parking
lot of the hospital and the five agitated participants proceeded
into the emergency room admitting office.  The nurse on duty
who recognized Lenny convinced the two cops that it was okay for
them to leave.

“Sorry we had to hold you up back there, but we had no way of
knowing what was going on inside that speeding car.  It’s
still better to observe the speed limit even in a situation like
this.  You understand?  I’m not writing you up this
time.  Good luck with your brother.” Once again, an
understanding representative of the law showed Gene some mercy and
he appreciated it.

Gene nodded his thanks to the officers but in the overall
picture he knew it didn’t make much of a difference. They still had
to get Lenny admitted and then he had to get back home and ready
for another day on the job at eight o’clock in the Wood Park
Elementary School in Commack where he was a fourth grade teacher.
He would never make it in time, and he hated to have this happen
during his first month on the new job.

By the time the attending physician finished his discussion with
all three of the Geminnis it was 4:00 A.M. and he informed them
that unfortunately Lenny could not be admitted unless he agreed to
sign himself in.  Fat chance!  He was already threatening
to get even with his brothers for dragging him out here when he was
only minding his own business and just taking a bath and had
forgotten to turn off the faucet.  What was the commotion all
about?  The doctor shrugged helplessly and started off down
the corridor when he turned and beckoned Gene to follow him out of
earshot of Lenny.  When they reached the end of the hall the
frustrated physician faced Gene and said, “You know sometimes they
change their minds when you get them outside away from all the
white coats and the glare of lights.  Why don’t you take him
back to the car and see if you can talk him into signing the
admission form out there where it’s quiet?” 

The message was unmistakable.  Take him to where the doctor
didn’t have to be a witness and sign Lenny’s name on the admission
consent form and come back in and let the nurse know when it was
done.

Out in the parking lot Gene and Mikey put Lenny in the back seat
and then they both walked to the rear of the car.  “The Goddam
doctor was telling me to sign his name and then take him back
inside and claim that he changed his mind,” Gene told street-wise
Mikey who immediately understood the doctor’s implication.

“That’s what I figured.  The law is so fucked up that they
can’t commit him without his consent no matter how nuts he
is.  Go ahead and sign it and we’ll tell him we forgot
something and we all have to go back in.  Then they can take
him.”  Mikey was in agreement that it was the only way but to
get Lenny admitted, but he was unwilling or unable to commit the
act himself.

“Why me sign it?  You sign it.”  Gene was having
reservations about taking away someone’s freedom illegally,
especially his kid brother.  But, as always, it was his lot to
do the family dirty work and he knew it, so after a brief
hesitation he snarled, “Arright, gimme the fucking thing,” and
scrawled a hasty imitation of Lenny’s signature.

“Lenny, we forgot something. We all have to go back in and get
some papers straightened out,” Gene lied. “Get out of the car and
let’s go back in for a minute and we’ll come right back to the
car.”

By now, even Lenny was too exhausted to resist, so he meekly
walked back into the emergency room with his two brothers, and when
the doctor saw the signed form and commented on how “it always
seems to work,” he picked up the intercom and summoned two large
orderlies who were well-trained in the handling of reluctant
inmates. When Lenny saw the two husky black men and the doctor
walking ahead of Gene in their white clothing he immediately
recognized that he had been tricked and the situation had turned
against him.  He’d had this happen many times before in the
psychiatric wards of Lackland Air Force Base in Texas where his
original breakdown had taken place and later on at Eglin Air Force
Base where he was transferred.  It was during these periods of
hospitalization that he developed his intense hatred and fear of
black males, as most of the nurses and assistants were, and it was
then that he learned that it was not only futile to try to fight
them, but very painful as well. 

Despite the previous hospitalizations Lenny was furious at the
idea of being taken away against his will, and wasn’t about to go
without a struggle, and Gene expected that.  What he wasn’t
prepared for was that as the orderlies took him by the arms he
turned toward Gene and screamed, “I’ll get you for this, you
motherfucker!  This is all your fault!  I’ll get
you.  What happened to my father?  You’re the one who
took my father away and now you’re making them take me
away.” 

It always came back to that—the same feeling that he’d had the
night the woman screamed at him after losing her purse—the feeling
that he was taking advantage of a defenseless human and it burned
into his breast bone like a hot soldering iron.  Now it was
happening again—this time with his kid brother whom he had
loved. 

As the orderlies dragged the violent patient away, Mikey grabbed
Gene by the arm said with some tenderness, “Let’s go; it’s late and
we both have to get to work in a few hours.”

Gene couldn’t move.  He kept staring at the place where the
trio had turned the corner and he could still hear Lenny screaming
at the top of his lungs that he would get Gene.  “God, I’m
shook up.  I feel like this was a big mistake and I almost
wish we could take him home right now.”

“Well, I don’t.  It’s the best thing for him.  They’ll
sedate him and he’ll forget all about it by tomorrow.  Come on
let’s get in the car and get the fuck out of here.”

“Why is he so pissed off at me?  You’re just as much a part
of this as I am. Why the Hell am I always the bad guy?”

“Haven’t you figured it out by now?  He’s always blamed you
for the Old Man’s disappearance.  Don’t forget he was only
fifteen then, and he watched the whole thing.”

“Are you blaming me for all of that shit including his
craziness?”

“I didn’t say that.  He was pretty fucked up long before
the Old Man took off.  And as far as the Old Man goes, you
know I was as much fed up with him as you were.  If he hadn’t
disappeared that night, it would have been another time.  He
was already on his way out.”

Gene was starting to calm down in light of Mikey’s reassurance
that it “wasn’t all his fault,” but something about Mikey’s calm
demeanor disturbed him.  “You seem convinced that the Old Man
was ready to go.  How come you’re so sure about it?”

“Fugeddaboudit.  It just seemed that way to me.  I
didn’t know any more about what was going on than you did.  I
certainly didn’t know how deep he was in to the ‘shys.’”

On the dreary ride home, both brothers dealt with the night’s
events silently and differently. Mikey seemed resigned, almost
indifferent, Gene thought, and he was able to put his head back on
the seat and doze off as they drove back to his apartment in
Queens.  Gene was disappointed and resentful that Mikey
appeared to be able to sleep in spite of the turmoil they had both
just been through, and he thought of how his kid brother was
becoming street smart and street hardened to such a degree that
most of his loving, good-natured traits were
disappearing. 

Gene wanted to talk about the evening and what the future held
for Lenny, but Mikey had been growing steadily more taciturn over
the last year or two, and he just lay back on the seat with his
eyes closed. Although they were still able to enjoy family get
togethers on occasion, Gene sensed that Mikey was undergoing a
transformation of his own.  He was probably doing more than
just running an elevator for his income by now and there was a good
chance he was involved in the numbers racket or some other illegal
activity, although he never spoke about it.  If that was the
case, he would probably be less and less reliable and available to
deal with events like this in the future, because in some ways he
was taking on Victor’s traits of withdrawal and secretive behavior,
and Gene could foresee a time when all of this family shit would be
his and Ginny’s to deal with alone.  

Gene was sorry he had suggested that Mikey meet him at his
mother’s house, because now after taking him home, he’d still have
another hour-long drive back to Port Jefferson.  There would
barely be enough time to shower, dress and head for his teaching
job and right now he was dying to close his eyes if only for a few
minutes.

 

For the next few weekends, Gene, Ginny and the kids would drive
to get his mother at her apartment back in Queens and then go out
to Northport to the hospital to visit Lenny.  The girls would
sit at a separate table with coloring books and other diversions
that Ginny had brought along while the three adults would attempt
to make conversation with the drugged and belligerent schizophrenic
who was almost unbearable to be with for more than a few
minutes. 

“I want to go home!  How long do I have to stay here? 
There’s nothing wrong with me.  Why did you put me here? 
Tell them to let me go home.”  He would continue to complain
loudly throughout the hour-long visits and the only relief came
when they placated him saying, “We’ll talk to the doctors about
getting you released after we leave today.”   It was the
same every Sunday.

Elena, of course, was heartbroken and depressed about her
youngest son’s condition, but Gene was losing both his optimism and
compassion for his kid brother who took every opportunity to glare
menacingly at him or to threaten and insult him.  But he
continued the visits and spoke to the doctors each time in order to
get information from them about Lenny’s condition and prognosis,
although the answer was always the same.  He was making slow
progress and might be able to go home in a few months.  Well,
if that was true, Gene was unable to see the progress and he was
fearful of his mother’s inability to cope with the task of having a
psychotic patient in her care. 

The doctor did offer an alternative that was known to work on
some patients called electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) that was
commonly called shock therapy.  By applying electrodes to the
temples of a disturbed person, a controlled electric current was
sent through the brain which caused the body to go into seizure,
and also often resulted in a dramatic improvement, sometimes even a
cure.  It was believed that the brain’s circuitry was
interrupted and somehow reorganized into a more normal pattern as a
result of the shocks, but in reality, no one really understood how
it worked.  It was a highly controversial procedure that its
critics called ineffective at best and inhumane torture at
worst.  By the end of the winter, it was apparent that Lenny’s
release and return to society would be reliant upon heavy doses of
antipsychotic medications like thorazine and stellazine and that
his life was probably going to be dominated by the clouded,
restricted and aimless endurance of the inner voices and images
that these medications calmed but never vanquished
completely.  Gene convinced his mother to sign the papers
which would give the doctors the go-ahead to try the
treatment.  It would involve a series of six shocks over as
many days, and they assured the Geminnis that it would be safe,
painless and their best hope for any kind of recovery for
Lenny. 

 

 In the weeks that followed, it was apparent that Lenny was
one of the failures of the ECT regimen, and shortly after he had
recovered from the somnambulistic amnesia that lasted for months
after the shocks, the doctors told Elena that he would be better
off at home under medication and regular visits to the Veteran's
Administration psychiatrist.  When Gene drove his brother from
the hospital grounds to his mother’s apartment in Queens on the
Sunday he was discharged, he was unable to get Lenny to utter a
single word in response to his attempts to make conversation. 
Discouraged and depressed himself, Gene helped his mother to get
Lenny settled in his room and spoke briefly with her before heading
home to Ginny and the girls in Port Jefferson.  He kissed his
mother and as he started to leave the apartment, Lenny appeared in
the doorway of his bedroom in his bathrobe and slippers and an
angry look on his face.  He glared directly at his oldest
brother for several seconds, and then in a bone-chilling growl he
uttered an ominous, snarling, accusing question, “Where’s my
father?”

 

So that’s how Lenny saw it.  His father was gone.  He
had been kept prisoner in a mental hospital ward for months. 
He felt abused and angry. And it was all Gene’s fault.  He was
blaming him for everything that was going wrong in his life, just
as Gene had done to Victor.  Maybe if Lenny had the chance, he
would try to kill Gene just as Gene had tried to kill his father
seven years ago.  Who was guilty of what?

 

 With the exception of the turmoil surrounding Lenny and
Elena’s lives, Long Island had been a pleasant experience, but not
enough to overcome that exception.  Gene’s job was great and
the principal and other teachers treated him with respect.  He
had done an excellent job as a new teacher, but he and Ginny
decided they were going to have to leave and return to
Harwood.  It was too expensive to live that close to the New
York City Metropolitan Area and it was a hopeless financial
battle.  Raising two kids in a small apartment, driving
forty-five minutes through traffic to work; it was all too
discouraging.  On top of it all, Ginny pointed out how
damaging it was to the kids to be spending most of their weekends
in the visiting room of a psychiatric ward, which Gene seemed
oblivious of, to say nothing of how their own lives were being
dominated by these depressing surroundings.  They had better
start living their own lives or there was bound to be even greater
friction between them than was already apparent.  The tension
in their relationship was becoming too great and Ginny was trying
to encourage Gene to see that he could not continue to allow his
mother’s problem to be his. 

The principal of Wood Park was disappointed to lose Gene, but
when Gene explained his reason for having to resign, he understood
and wrote him a glowing evaluation of his performance as a teacher,
When Gene contacted the principal at Lorane where he had done his
student teaching, hoping to find a position back in Western New
York, he was pleased to learn that they were looking for a
sixth-grade teacher for the 1963-1964 school year and they were
eager to have him come there as a member of the staff.  The
principal immediately sent him a contract to teach a sixth-grade
class in the Fall of 1963. 

Many of the kids would be ones who had been in his fourth-grade
class when he was a student teacher, and there was an excited buzz
around Lorane that Mr. Geminni was coming back.  It would be a
nice homecoming, and by the middle of the summer they were settled
back in their old home and it couldn’t have felt any more
comfortable.

The stack of mail that had been saved during the week of
transition from Long Island back to Western New York included an
envelope from the New York City Department of Hospitals. When Gene
opened it he found a simple form with the following information at
the bottom in black irregular type; Name of deceased:  Victor
Geminni … Last known address: 3721 Rockaway Blvd … Date
of death 11-30-62 … Place of death; Coney Island Hospital,
Brooklyn, New York … Cause of Death:  Multiple Gunshot
Wounds.

 

 There was a doctor’s name and the notation, “No known next
of kin.”  Gene handed the paper to Ginny and wept.  As
she looked up at Gene in horror, they both had the same
thought—“the loan sharks had had enough.”

With the exception of the news about Victor, it was a nice
homecoming, but it didn’t last long.  Over the next three
years the exceptions proliferated and became dominant; exceptions
like they were arguing regularly about his involvement with his
mother’s life; like Ginny was feeling a need to express her own
creativity and potential; like within two or three years,
elementary school teaching began losing its attraction to Gene and
although he was a fine teacher and was well-liked, he needed
something more to challenge him.  After all, he had only gone
into teaching because that’s what the nearest college to them
offered.  If it had been an engineering school, he’d have
probably become an engineer. 

Ginny had persuaded him to seek counseling both for the marital
problems between them and the fact that he was losing interest in
his work and it quickly emerged that he needed to get more involved
with the world of intellectual pursuits.  The psychotherapist
they visited suggested that he pursue a doctorate in some related
field where his background in education could be useful, so he made
an appointment to visit his old mentor Darwin L. Rhodes in his new
capacity as Vice president of Academic Affairs at Harwood. 
After a long and satisfying discussion about how both of their
careers had progressed, Rhodes asked his protégé, “Have you ever
considered psychology as an area of study?” 

“Funny you should say that because I’ve been reading an awful
lot about that these days.  My brother is pretty mentally
disturbed, I’ve been seeing a psychologist for myself and in the
process I’ve become somewhat self-educated in the area and it is
fascinating.”

“Well that’s not the area of psychology I had in mind, although
what you’ve read about is not going to hurt you.  I’m talking
about educational and developmental psychology, both of which are
becoming very important in education today.  We’re moving away
from the kind of courses you had to take when you were a student
here, away from the methods courses, ‘how to teach science; how to
teach reading; how to teach math, etc.’”

“That’s a good idea,” Gene laughed, and Darwin, ever the
politician, cautiously agreed, although he had to be careful about
not giving any impression about not respecting any course taught by
any faculty member. However, they both were aware of the increasing
criticism, not only among education students but by leading
education professionals, of the traditional teacher’s college
approach.

“There’s a lot of interest in a particular man, Jean Piaget, a
Swiss psychologist whose ideas are taking education by storm, and
if you were to get a doctorate in some area related to his work, I
can almost guarantee, Gene, that we could find a place for you on
the faculty at the college here where you would be able to also do
research as well as teach courses.  We need to get into the
forefront of teacher education and in order to do that we need
expertise in one of the weak areas in the education department’s
aging faculty that I’m determined to strengthen.”

“How long would it take?”  Gene had never considered going
on for a doctorate, and for a moment the title, “Dr. Gene Geminni”
flashed through his mind, and he liked the way it
sounded. 

“Well, if you took a full load—and I know you can handle
it—probably three years.  I know some people up at the
University of Buffalo and I could help to get you admitted to their
doctoral program.  Not that you’d need any help, but let’s
face it sometimes who you know is as important as what you
know.”

“You mean quit my job as a teacher and become a student
again?  I can’t do that.  I’m almost forty years
old.”

“That’s one of the reasons I want to talk to some people up in
Buffalo.  We need someone to supervise our teaching interns up
there and nobody wants to drive the fifty miles each way to do
that, especially in the winter.  Now an old truck
driver … ,” Darwin paused and winked at Gene, “… why that
would be a piece of cake.  You could take your course work up
there and in your free time you could be our Buffalo area
supervisor of student teachers.  You’ve had five years of
experience in the field.  I’ve talked to your principal at
Lorane and I know you’re an outstanding member of their
faculty.  No one I know has the brain power to handle the work
as well as you can.  You’d earn as much as you do now at
Lorane and we’d pay your driving expenses as part of your
supervising job.”  By now Gene was almost floating out of his
chair and Rhodes knew it.  So the deal was outlined and agreed
to and Gene almost got a speeding ticket as he drove home to share
the exciting news with Ginny.  They were on a new
adventure.










A LETTER FROM DANNEMORA


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14   

A LETTER FROM DANNEMORA

 

In May of 1970, at the age of forty, Gene Geminni was permitted
to add the letters “Ph.D.” to his name and was promoted to
assistant professor at the recommendation of the new president of
the college, Dr. Darwin L. Rhodes. His dissertation was being
considered for publication in a journal of the American
Psychological Association, and in its title was the name of Jean
Piaget.  Once again Darwin L. Rhodes had been correct in
assessing Gene’s ability, although he hadn’t quite expected some of
the side effects.  The subject of the study centered around
the relative achievement of Black, Native American and white
elementary school children and when it was finally published in
1972 it became controversial and part of a national educational and
political storm over standardized testing scores and the work of
Arthur R. Jensen at Berkeley, California.  Jensen had raised
the old question of nature and nurture in education, and because of
its political implications and the generally rebellious attitude of
the country in the wake of the Vietnam War, Gene found himself
sought after as a speaker and consultant by schools and
organizations that had an interest in the education of Native
American children.  

Both Gene and the college benefited from the convenient
proximity of the reservations of several Indian tribes in Western
New York State, including the Seneca and the Onondaga, two of the
Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy.  These became familiar
meeting places for Gene and his partner, Professor Paul Dietrich,
both of whom soon began traveling around the country to work on
education proposals for Native Americans.  Gene was at an
academic level he had never dreamed of achieving and was quickly
promoted to associate professor and given a reduced teaching load
in order to pursue his involvement and research into Native
American Educational programs.  He and Paul also shared some
exciting times at pow wows and other convocations where the Indians
lived up to their stereotypes as connoisseurs of firewater and, in
appreciation of the cooperation of their new found colleagues in
academia, occasionally invited the professors to join them in the
competition for “most drunken status.” 

Late in the fall of 1972, Gene had returned home from a
rewarding conference on the Seneca Reservation in nearby Silver
Creek and opened a letter that Ginny had left on the breakfast nook
table.  He looked at the hand-written address on the envelope
but he didn’t recognize the penciled semi-literate scrawl, although
the return address was enough to start the flow of adrenaline
through his blood stream; Clinton Correctional Facility, Dannemora,
New York.  “What the hell is this?” he thought as he fumbled
tearing it open.  It was from his younger brother Mikey.

“Dear Gene,” it began, “you’re probably surprised to read this,
but don’t be worried.  I’m okay.  I got into a little jam
with the numbers business, but it’s all going to get straightened
out.  I’m in a place called Dannemora, but I have a good
lawyer and I should be out of here soon.  Meantime I need to
ask you to do a few things for me.  First, the food isn’t too
good in here, but we are allowed to cook outside in the yard, so if
you could pack up a box of groceries and send them I’d appreciate
it.  Here’s the list.”  What followed was a list of
ingredients for cooking spaghetti and other Italian dishes.

“Second, here’s the phone number of my lawyer.  His name is
Manny Silverstein.  Call him and find out what’s going on and
let me know what he says.  Also here’s the number of my
partner, Hymie; call him too and tell him to get on the lawyer’s
back so he doesn’t forget about me.  Also call Rosa and tell
her and the kids not to worry.  I’ll be home in a few
months.  Thanks a lot.

Mikey,

P.S.  Don’t tell Mama”

 

Gene realized that this was the first letter he had ever
received from Mikey.

He felt the sweat trickle down his sides under his shirt and his
head swam as he reread the return address.  His kid brother
was in prison, and he remembered reading or hearing that it was one
of the most notorious prisons in the northeastern United States
with a reputation worse than the infamous Sing Sing that was the
subject of so many Hollywood movies.  Mikey had a wife and
five kids living in an apartment in New York’s Lefrak City with
bills and car payments and huge doctors’ fees and what the hell
were they all going to do?  He tried to think of what to do
himself but he was still reeling when Ginny called to him from the
kitchen reminding him about not being late for his afternoon
class.  Other than sending the requested groceries, what could
he possibly do?

“You’ll never believe this but I just got a letter from
Mikey.”  He felt like he was talking about a concept in Zen
Buddhism which neither of them was familiar with. 

“Your brother?  What’s it all about?”  Ginny sounded
as amazed as he was.  Mikey was notoriously secretive and had
been aloof from the family in recent years.  A phone call from
him was a rare event, like a supernova, but to receive a letter was
almost unbelievable.  “He’s in prison—Dannemora—it’s way
upstate in New York.  Up near Canada somewhere.”

Ginny loved Mikey like her own kid brother, and to hear this
announcement was a more shocking and painful blow to her than it
was to her husband.  Not that Gene didn’t love him too. 
It was just that when she and Gene were going steady before they
got married, Gene had been bedridden, first with suspected
tuberculosis and later on with viral pneumonia, off and on for two
years.  During that period, Mikey had acted like the big
brother, walking her to the subway and protecting her on the
streets of the Bronx after she had finished her visit.  He was
such a sweet kid and she felt a dreadful pang in her heart at the
picture of him behind bars way up in northern New York State with
its long bitter-cold winters, even worse than their own here in
Western New York near Buffalo.  And how Ginny hated long, cold
winters.  They’d already spent about twenty of them here since
1952 and now Mikey was going to learn what they were all
about.  The hard way.  In a jail cell.

On Tuesday, Gene made some phone calls and eventually reached
the prison warden, introducing himself as “Doctor Geminni” which
usually had the effect of getting a little extra cooperation from
those who were impressed with titles.  He told him about the
nine-hour drive he would have to make to see his brother, and the
warden graciously told him he would be able to spend as much time
as he wanted with Mikey.  Gene then called his department
chairman, canceled his three classes for Wednesday and got ready to
drive to Dannemora that night so that he could arrive early in the
day and spend it with Mikey.  He left right after the late
evening news at eleven o’clock, and drove through the cold,
black  night arriving in the nearby community of Malone by
eight a.m., just as the sun was rising over the Adirondack
Mountains.  From Malone, he drove down the winding icy road
into the small village of Dannemora.

As he entered the town, he was taken aback by the sight of huge,
monolithic, concrete ramparts that appeared out of nowhere and
reached down almost to the edge of the road.  The disparity
between the size and isolation of the tiny village he had just
entered and the enormous structure he was now confronted with was
almost surreal.  How, he wondered, did they ever get all the
materials to build something as huge as this way out here?  He
parked alongside the wall where the only break in the long
monotonous side of the structure was a ridiculously tiny door,
about the size of one in a typical small home, and next to it,
about four feet from the sidewalk was a doorbell.  Yes, a
doorbell.   The old fashioned kind, like half of a brass
golf ball or a miniature soldier’s helmet from world War One, with
a small button in the center, and it struck Gene as a ludicrous way
of gaining entrance to a stronghold.  He couldn’t help
thinking, "Question:.  How do you get into one of the world’s
most notorious prisons?  Answer:  Ring the
doorbell."   So he rang the doorbell, and a uniformed
armed guard opened the door and let him in.

Because of the phone call he had placed to the warden prior to
leaving home and his status as a professor, Gene was granted a lot
of latitude in his visit.  Usually, visits were limited to one
hour, once a week, but Gene was allowed to spend as much time as he
wanted and could come and go from the prison to get a bite to
eat.  So for two hours the brothers talked with a wire mesh
barrier between them, and Mikey revealed most of the details of the
past four years that led up to his trial, conviction and
incarceration here.  Their mouths became dry from the constant
whispering and at one point Mikey asked Gene if he had any chewing
gum with him.  Without thinking, Gene reached into his side
pocket, withdrew a package of gum and attempted to hand Mikey a
piece through a narrow slot at the bottom of the screen.  In
an instant a guard with a shotgun was on top of him growling
sternly, "Don’t touch him or pass anything to him," and Gene
quickly withdrew the gum mumbling, "Sorry officer."

Mikey confided to him that he had moved up in the gambling
hierarchy and was doing very well for himself as a “spot
controller” for a top “banker” in a large “office.”  In the
legitimate world, this translated into the equivalent of a branch
manager for the vice president in a large corporation  
The police were all taken care of with regular payments or “ice,”
to cool them off, and in the unlikely event that some undercover
cop should ever stop him or he was ever picked up, all he had to do
was show the officer a special dollar bill with certain markings
that had been placed on it and he would immediately be recognized
as “protected” and be released.  Sometimes, when the police
had to demonstrate that they were tough on crime, they made
arrangements to arrest designated runners and an occasional
controller, this procedure being known as an “accommodation,” but
the miscreant was always released in a short time. 

On the day that it was Mikey’s turn, it obviously had all failed
to work and he was arrested, taken to the precinct and booked,
although he was still convinced that it was an accommodation and he
would eventually get off.  But, unfortunately for him there
had been a clamor for a cleanup in the rackets, and it was the
beginning of a periodic shakeup in the city, and all procedures for
protection were halted.  A number of top brass—police and
politicians—had to demonstrate to the public and the press that
they were doing their jobs, and therefore, Mikey was fucked.

They took a break from their long talk, and Gene got permission
to leave the prison to go outside to a grocery store.  There
he purchased a huge quantity of cereals, pasta, sauces and spices
to add to those he had brought from home, which after talking to
Mikey he realized were far from adequate. He also bought some
doughnuts and coffee for himself which he ate in the store, the
first food he’d had since dinner the night before.   He
had to leave the groceries with the guard at the front desk, but
was assured that after they had been inspected, Mikey would receive
everything he had been given.

He had not fully understood what Mikey had meant when he said in
his letter that they were “allowed to cook outside.”  The
prison yard at Dannemora was known as “the courts” because groups
of inmates had staked out areas that they used as small campsites
in which they had built fire pits out of discarded oil drums to use
as stoves, and erected small shelters.  They cooked out there,
sat around and played cards and plotted and planned their immediate
and distant futures.  At times they devised strategies to gain
control of other camps or to protect their own, and the strategies
occasionally called for violence.  Unless it looked as if
someone was about to die, the guards usually stayed out of
it.  The courts resembled a vast homeless shantytown populated
by the most angry and violent outcasts of our society, and they
existed with the approval of the prison administration. 
Although Mikey was grateful for the opportunity to cook a decent
Italian meal in his group, he would have agreed to never taste
linguini or pasta e fagioli again in his life if he could just get
out of that hell hole.  Gene was appalled at the description
he had just gotten of the life his brother was living and would
have to continue to endure for almost two more years.

He wondered why the Corrections Department of the State of New
York felt it was important to isolate its prisoners from their
families.  Was it really necessary to deprive them of contact
with their loved ones?  If rehabilitation was a goal how did
insulation from wives, mothers and siblings contribute to that
end?  Common sense said it was exactly the opposite.  It
angered him to think of the thousands of people who were unable to
get to see their sons, brothers and husbands because the chosen
location, in a corner of the state about twenty miles from the
Canadian Border was virtually impossible to get to except by
car.  In the winter, the mountain roads were often impassable,
and that’s why it had earned the title of "Little Siberia." 
To Gene the prison resembled a concrete medieval fortress, and he
believed that an enlightened society could conceive of a better way
to house its wrongdoers.  He was feeling sorry for his brother
who, despite the mistakes he had made, was a family man and a good
father.  Certainly there had to be more accessible locations
which would not threaten the rest of the community while making it
possible to bring the touch of human kindness and love that only
family could offer to those convicted of crimes, who after all,
were still human beings.

The Goddam place was over a century-and-a-half old for Christ’s
sake.   It was nothing more than a man-made cave built
into the side of a mountain in the northern Adirondacks. This was
the place where they used to send the worst of the worst, including
“Lucky” Luciano, Louis “Lepke” Buchalter and “Mad Dog”
Sullivan.  Why was his kid brother here where for decades they
had used an electric chair for executions?

At the end of the visit, Mikey’s predicament was pretty
clear.  He had been sentenced to from two to four years under
the New York State gambling statutes, and unless he could mount a
successful appeal, he was going to spend at least two of those
years right here.  He gave Gene the following
instructions.  "First get ahold of that rat bastard lawyer
Manny Silverstein and tell him to get an appeal or something
going!  Second, I gave him an envelope for you.  Make
sure he gives it to you and don’t open it in front of him. 
Follow the instructions in the letter.  There’s a safe deposit
box key in there too."

After a day of classes on Monday, a nine-hour drive across the
entire width and length of New York State that night, four hours of
conversation with Mikey and two trips outside the prison gates for
meals and groceries, his head was spinning with everything he had
to do and the thought of the drive back home.  It was two
o’clock in the afternoon, and with luck he could be home by
midnight if he took a brief nap in the car at the first diner he
came to.

One more occasion for a long solitary ride home following an
emotionally draining experience, provided the opportunity for
reflection, and he made a mental note to consider doing research on
a hypothesis that made him smile.  Did Americans, who spent so
much time in their vehicles, conduct most of their serious
self-examination while driving?  It could be a good survey and
he was already considering the parameters.  Maybe he could get
a publication out of it?  A promotion even.  Once again
he reflected on Victor Geminni and his relationship with his sons.
Was all of this his fault too?

Gene had always blamed his father for his own failures in life;
for the hiatus of ten years during which he wasted time in pursuit
of illegal and unrewarding activities.  He blamed him for
Lenny’s breakdown and failed life.  He blamed him for his
mother’s unhappy and shattered life and widowhood and now he was
blaming him for Mikey’s imprisonment.  Either Victor Geminni
was a child- and spousal-abuser of mammoth proportions or Gene was
being very unfair to the dead and highly disrespectful of the
parent who gave him life.  Was it Victor’s fault that Gene had
dropped out of school?  Was it his fault that he couldn’t find
a career that satisfied him?  If the failures were Victor’s
fault was he then entitled to credit for the fact that now Gene was
a professor and a published researcher and teacher?  Was
Victor responsible for Gene finding and marrying a wonderful woman
who was an outstanding wife, mother and human being?  After
all, you could argue that the things that attracted Ginny to him
were instilled by Victor.  Under what circumstances is a
parent to be blamed, or when are they to be awarded credit? 
Could they be held responsible for passing on genes that were
advantageous, or that turned out to be handicaps?  Should he
blame his grandfather or grandmother?  Hold it a moment; there
were four grandparents to consider. And so his thinking went, and
although he had not arrived at any conclusion, by the time he had
reached home, not only had he given the subject a lot of
examination, he had thoroughly assessed God’s position in all of
the parameters, and as usual saw the ludicrous contradiction in
it.  As Epicurus had said, He either takes the blame as well
as the credit, or else “why call Him God?”

 

Once he was settled back in Harwood, Gene followed through on
Mikey’s instructions.  On Thursday he called Manny Silverstein
and discussed Mikey’s predicament. 

“You know it doesn’t look good for Mikey,” Manny told him. 
“The cops are desperately seeking some fall guys and he just
happened to be in the line of fire, so to speak.  I’m working
on an appeal based on lack of evidence, but let’s face it; the
fucking cops can plant whatever they want and make it look
legitimate.” Manny did not sound optimistic.  “I’m sending you
a registered certified special delivery that Mikey wants you to
have.   It’s very important.  You should receive it
on Monday.”

When the letter arrived, Gene opened it and was stunned by what
he read. “Gene, this is the key to a safe box at Chemical Bank on
Broadway and Eighth Street.  Your name is on the card that
identifies those allowed to use the key.  Go there with an
empty briefcase and take everything that’s in the box with you and
put it in a new one in your name at the bank you do business
with.  Don’t tell anyone except Ginny, not even Rosa.” 
It was signed “Your Brother, Mikey.” 

Another five hundred miles each way was too much driving to
think of so soon after this last trip, so he made a reservation to
fly a round trip from Buffalo into New York’s LaGuardia Airport and
be back the same evening.  He would cancel his classes again
and leave tomorrow morning.

Gene drove to the Buffalo Airport early the next morning and
after the one hour flight into LaGuardia Airport, he grabbed a taxi
and headed right down to the Chemical Bank on Broadway to carry out
the instructions in the letter.  When the bank manager let him
into the small private room to examine the contents of the box, he
felt somewhat disoriented.  He had never had a safe box in his
life, and always thought they were only for the very wealthy. 
He assumed there were important papers in there, possibly related
to Mikey’s business, maybe even some of it was incriminating
evidence.  When he opened the box he gasped aloud, because it
did contain many important papers alright; it was filled with
hundred dollar bills, thousands of them in brown manila envelopes
and he couldn’t believe that Mikey possessed that kind of
money.  He certainly wasn’t about to start counting it then
and there, but it had to be hundreds of thousands of dollars. 
He was afraid to take that huge a sum, whatever it amounted to, and
put it in his attaché case and walk through the streets of
Manhattan with it, much less through airport
security.  

He sat there for a full two or three minutes wondering if he was
dreaming.  Was he supposed to take this huge bundle of cash
and walk out of a bank with it?  He almost felt like he was
robbing the bank, and for a few minutes he considered locking the
box and handing it back to the manager.

It was hard for Gene to decide which was the greatest shock; the
letter from Dannemora; the letter from the lawyer, or the contents
of this box. But the question didn’t matter because his overriding
concern was how to get the kid brother he loved out of jail, and
first he had to get home with this fortune in cash.  He took a
cab back to the Airport and decided to just put the attaché case on
the conveyor belt and walk through the metal detector.  After
all, there was no metal in the case so there was no reason for it
to be opened.  Everything went smoothly and when he arrived
home that evening he and Ginny couldn’t stop talking about this
extraordinary event and after the girls were asleep they started to
try to count the money, but ended up just estimating it from the
size of a few bundles that they had counted.  It was probably
close to a quarter-of-a-million dollars. 

The next day, on his break between classes Gene went uptown to
the local branch of the Citizen’s Trust bank, rented a safe deposit
box, locked away the contents of the briefcase, and tried to figure
out his next move.

 

In the days that followed he was obsessed with thoughts of Mikey
and his predicament.  It had been a little over a year since
the prison riots at Attica Correctional Facility, near Buffalo, and
Gene felt very worried about his brother being in an institution
similar to the one where such violence had occurred and could occur
again.  The revolt had started on September 9, 1971 and in the
following three days forty-three people had died including ten
prison guards.  Many of the dead were hostages who weren’t
involved in the uprising and he could easily see something like
that happening to Mikey.

In reading about the Attica riot, Gene remembered the name of an
individual who had come into prominence during the three
tension-filled days and in its aftermath.  He was the State
Commissioner of Corrections, Russell G. Oswald, who had
demonstrated great sensitivity to the plight of the inmates and
seemed to be a man of competence and compassion.  He had
personally negotiated with the rioters and was instrumental in
resolving the bloody standoff and had been praised both by inmates
and the public.  Although he thought it would be a long shot,
Gene decided to try to write to him to see if he could do something
about getting his brother out of Dannemora. 

What the hell, Gene reasoned, he had used his writing skills
before to bring about change or to convince others of the
correctness of his position. Wasn’t his dissertation a carefully
written brief that demonstrated the significance of the genetic
hypothesis in intelligence?   He would get the letter off
today.

But wait a minute, he thought.  Why take all the time to
write and run the risk having his letter shuffled to some lackey or
worse to the bottom of a pile of other requests to the
commissioner.  If the guy was all they said he was, maybe he
could reach him on the telephone and really plead his brother’s
case.   Gene’s command of the language had helped him in
difficult situations long before this, and now it had become his
daily tool of the trade.  It was his routine with his students
to cajole, to argue, and to debate and convince. He did it all the
time in faculty meetings and important committees. Certainly he
could convince a sympathetic person such as Oswald that his brother
did not deserve to be in such a hopeless environment. His argument
would be that Mikey, whatever he had done, was not a violent person
and did not deserve being in a maximum security prison with
rapists, murderers and bank robbers. Why should someone who was
only guilty of a petty offense like gambling face the threat of
possible execution at the hands of the toughest criminals the state
had to contend with only because they had no other place to send
him?   He would tell Oswald that he, Gene Geminni a
professor, a psychologist and caring sibling would see to it that
his brother would be rehabilitated and given proper counseling and
support and would become an upstanding member of society under
Gene’s guidance and tutelage.  If he could be transferred to a
more convenient location with minimum security he would personally
convert this sow’s ear to a silk purse.

The more he thought about his persuasive sounding brief, the
more he began to believe the less plausible parts of this emotional
appeal.  How could Oswald deny that Dannemora was a place ripe
for an uprising like the one in Attica and that it could take the
lives of people like his brother who were not guilty of serious
crimes. He was hoping to get him transferred to a less threatening
environment.  He was determined to talk to the top prison
official in the State of New York

 

If Gene was surprised to find that entrée to the imposing
Dannemora Facility was gained by ringing a doorbell, he was even
more surprised when Commissioner Oswald answered the telephone
after Gene had obtained the number from a secretary in the
Department of Corrections in Albany.  The bureaucracies of the
State of New York as with most others did not facilitate reaching
the top administrators on the telephone. To Gene’s complete
surprise, you might even say shock, Oswald was sympathetic to the
impassioned plea that the professor from the State of New York
College at Harwood had mounted for his brother.  After all,
Gene had suggested, he and Oswald were colleagues, or at least
fellow professionals at state institutions.   They shared
common interests and goals in making the State of New York a
progressive and successful social climate.  Oswald asked a few
questions, and did not make any effort to try to get rid of
Gene.  He spoke with him for almost twenty minutes, patiently
discussing Mikey’s case and actually convincing Gene that perhaps
he would be in a position to offer some help.  Of course, he
made no promises, and then the commissioner took down all the
pertinent information and assured Gene that he would look into the
case and get back to him.  Gene hung up the phone feeling
encouraged that there was a chance his request might obtain some
positive results.

Two weeks later, Gene answered the phone in his office and was
startled to hear a familiar voice saying, “Dr. Geminni, this is
Russell Oswald.  How are you?”  Commissioner Oswald went
on to tell Gene that he had looked at Mikey’s records and agreed
that he was not a violent or dangerous person and probably should
not be in a place like Dannemora.  Unfortunately, and the
reason he was placed there was, that the minimum security
facilities in the entire state, including those anywhere close to
Harwood were completely filled and overcrowded and there was no
space for him, and therefore Mikey could not be transferred. 
Gene was beginning to anticipate the inevitable disappointment that
would surely follow this gloomy start to the conversation.
“However,” and Gene nearly jumped out of his chair when he heard
it, “I’m going to start proceedings to get your brother an early
release, because his incarceration in a maximum security prison is
neither fair nor ethical.  I’ll do my best, Dr. Geminni, to
get him released before Christmas.”

 

It was one of those rare moments when Gene’s mind flirted with
the notion of God and the thanks that were due Him, but instead
Gene thanked Oswald, profusely and sincerely, and pulled himself
back from the brink of ridiculous belief to the reality that what
had happened was due to his efforts and the kindness of another
human being. There was no need to invoke any mysticism or
supernatural causes.  Period.  He couldn’t wait to write
to Mikey and let him know the good news.

The entire family was ecstatic and they could not express their
appreciation to Gene for getting Mikey’s prison sentence
reduced.  When Manny, Gene’s lawyer heard what Gene had
accomplished he was incredulous, but nevertheless he still expected
his fee for the work he had been doing to mount an appeal, but
nobody in the family cared about that. When Mikey was released on
December 22, Gene drove all the way to Dannemora to pick him up and
take him home to Harwood, where Rosa and the kids had come to spend
the holidays, and the wine flowed freely as the brothers, their
wives and other family members happily celebrated Mikey’s
freedom. 

It was the best Christmas the Geminnis had ever had and the
children of both brothers would remember it for many years to come
as a special celebration.  And Mikey vowed that he would never
forget what his big brother had done for him.  He always knew
his brother was a reliable guy, but here was the proof, if he
needed any, of how far Gene would go for him, and as he lifted a
glass he announced to the gathered clan, “My brother Gene is the
greatest.  I vow to him in front of all of you that if he ever
winds up in the slammer, I’ll spring him no matter what it
takes.”  Mikey was not exactly sober when he made that
grandiose promise, and knowing the low probability that could be
attached to that event, everyone laughed at his generous offer
including Mikey.  Mikey was determined to become a legitimate
guy because he never wanted to be separated from his family again,
nor did he ever want to live as he had for the past year, in a
cage.  Conditions at Dannemora were the worst in the prison
system, and he knew as well as anyone that he was lucky to be out
before something similar to Attica occurred there.  The fact
that he was supposed to (according to the oral agreement Gene had
made with Commissioner Oswald) live nearby and be supervised by his
older brother was totally ignored and Mikey returned to New York
City to seek legitimate employment.

 

A few weeks later Mikey called Gene to inquire about the
disposition of the money in the safe deposit box and Gene told him
where it was and asked what he wanted him to do with it.  “Can
you invest it in some kind of stocks or bonds or something like
that,” he asked?

“How the hell can I walk into a bank or investment company with
all that cash and just say ‘Invest this please.’?  Are you
nuts?”

“Well you don’t have to do it all at once, how about a few
thousand at a time?”

“For Christ’s sake, there’s almost a quarter-of-a-million
there.  Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I spoke to Manny Silverstein, and he says if you deposit less
than ten thousand dollars at a time, say ninety-five hundred, in
each bank, there’s no problem, because they don’t have to report
it.  Put some in CD’s, some in money market accounts and some
in mutual funds in different companies and different
banks.   Put some in your name, some in Ginny’s and some
in your kids’ names.  Do it with two hundred large, (two
hundred thousand) and leave the rest in the box.”

“I’ll think about it,” Gene said, and hung up annoyed.

Gene called several banks and investment companies and they all
assured him that they were not obligated to report any investments
of less than ten thousand dollars, only, of course, the interest
that would be earned, and they would be happy to open an account
for him.  So over the next few months he began depositing and
investing the cash, by opening bank accounts and by mailing checks
to mutual fund companies he had spoken to on the phone and
selected.  After he had run out of banks in Western New York
State, including Jamestown and Buffalo, he started traveling to New
York City for two or three days during the week with Ginny, and
they would take in a show, spend a night or two in a nice hotel and
visit several banks to deposit Mikey’s loot.  Mikey was happy
to foot the bill, and by the end of 1974, Gene had established
legal accounts totaling almost two hundred thousand dollars. 
There was about fifty thousand in cash left in the safe
box. 

The whole procedure left him feeling anxious and resentful of
Mikey’s imposition, but when it appeared that there were no adverse
results from all this financial maneuvering, he gradually forgot
about the entire affair.  Over the next couple of years each
of the accounts were transferred over to Mikey’s name, and early in
1976 Gene had gotten rid of the last account.  On one
occasion, he had received a notice from the IRS that they wanted
information about one of the mutual funds on which they claimed he
owed taxes.  He did a lot of sweating over it, but after
sending the amount that they requested plus a penalty, he never
heard from them again.  

The entire ordeal beginning with the letter, and culminating
with all the financial maneuvering soured Gene somewhat on his kid
brother.  He was annoyed, to begin with, over the fact that
Mikey was becoming heavily re-involved in the rackets—how deeply
Gene didn’t know.  But because Gene was now embarked on a
successful academic career with prestige and a sense of
accomplishment as well as respectable economic achievement, he felt
a growing animosity toward the kid he had actually been most fond
of as they were growing up.  Once a generous and accommodating
young man, Mikey was now becoming distant and surly at times,
especially toward his wife, Rosa, and his four children who (while
not refusing the perquisites of money and gang connections that
often resulted from Mikey’s business), began to feel resentful and
threatened (as Gene did) and soon  began to object to the
pathway Mikey was wandering and the threat to the family that
further imprisonment meant. Aside from an infrequent visit to one
of their homes, the relationship between the two scions of Victor
Geminni became increasingly disconnected.










THE LEOPARD'S SPOTS


 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

THE LEOPARD’S SPOTS

 

Hemingway’s comment about leopards was that no one could ever
figure out what one of them was doing up on top of Mount
Kilimanjaro.  Gene sometimes thought it might have been
seeking a way to change its spots.  The old cliché is that the
leopard can’t do it, but that’s not quite true.  Over the
years Gene had actually changed quite a few spots.  For one
thing he hadn’t had a physical encounter with anyone since he had
made up his mind to leave the printing plant and get himself
educated to become a teacher.  Now, ten years later, he was an
associate professor with several publications in prestigious
journals under his belt, and his demeanor was much more socially
acceptable, especially in situations where his patience and ego
were challenged.  His students had been fond of him ever since
the first days at Commack and throughout the years at Lorane. 
He was considered a fine teacher; one who respected his students
and was always fair with them.  He never took advantage of his
position of authority, and they liked that.  He had become the
personification of a gentleman and a scholar; almost all of the
time, until Dr. John Torino came on the scene.

John Torino was selected to be the new Dean of Education after a
long academic search in which dozens of outstanding educators
submitted their credentials for the position.  How they
settled on John was one of the mysteries of academia that aren’t,
in the final analysis, so mysterious.  He was a superb con
man, and by the time he was appointed at an outrageous salary with
tenure, it was too late to do anything about it.  He reminded
Gene of a Mafia don with good speech, erudition and polite
manners.  He was very politically savvy and spent most of his
day roaming the corridors, visiting the professors in their offices
and stumping for his favorite project.  Soon after he was
ensconced in his new office with quite elaborate accouterments and
a secretary who more or less came with him from his old position at
Fordham University, he began a program of social interaction which
included cocktail parties, teas held by his wife for the Faculty
Dames, and a variety of barbecues, potlucks and other gastronomic
encounters.

It wasn’t long before Dr. Torino had decided to organize a
retreat for the Catholic men on the campus, and after enlisting the
aid of one of the members of the student counseling department, a
former Catholic priest named James Fitzpatrick (Father Jim as he
was known), Torino came to Gene’s office one morning and invited
him to join the group.

“We’ll be holding it up at the college lodge the first Saturday
in April and I’d like to count on you being there.”

“What makes you think I’d be interested?” Gene asked
circumspectly.

“Well, you’re a Catholic aren’t you?”

“As a matter of fact, I’m not.  My father was a Catholic
but my mother isn’t.”  He avoided going into specific detail
about his Jewish side.  “Anyway, I’m not interested in any
religion or religious activities.”

Torino was disappointed but not discouraged and he completely
ignored the “but my mother isn’t” part, saying, “Really? 
Isn’t it unusual for an Italian to be disinterested in the
Church?  Didn’t you make your Confirmation and First
Communion?”  He was fishing now, but he was the dean and felt
that he had perquisites that included prying into the private lives
of his faculty members.

“You know, Dr. Torino, with all due respect, I don’t think this
is any of your business, and I’d like to end this discussion right
here.  For your information, the fact that I’m half Italian is
an accident of birth, and not anything that I care to discuss with
you.  Besides, I really find such categorization offensive and
unnecessary.  If anything, that practice puts me in an outcast
position that I’m uncomfortable with.”  He was trying to be
tactful but the spots were starting to glow on the leopard’s cheeks
only it would have taken a more sensitive individual than Torino to
have noticed them.

Plunging ahead with his mission, Torino described the activities
that Gene would be missing and unaware of how closely he was
holding the match to the gasoline can, he turned the knob on Gene’s
office door and said, “It could be very rewarding and advantageous
to your career.  Think about it,” and smiling his practiced
gleam, he left.

In the beginning Gene had almost liked this guy, and they
probably would have gotten along well, but after today’s visit
Torino was operating at a serious deficit which was about to become
a challenge to both of them.  Not only because Torino was
prying, but because his intrusion was into Gene’s most sensitive
areas, religion and religious affiliation.  Nevertheless, many
other faculty members were taken in by Torino’s charm and
camaraderie and he was regarded by many as a popular and capable
administrator.  In fact, Marc Neilson, an English professor,
Jonathan Swift scholar, and chairman of the Friday night poker game
saw him as Swift’s “Hail, fellow, well met,” and inexplicably
invited him to play cards with Gene and the rest of the irreverent
faculty at the next Friday game.

There were seven or eight professors who joined the regular,
beer-drinking, rowdy and jocular gathering which, aside from the
sometimes intellectual level of the ball-breaking ribbing, could
have been any bunch of middle-American workers.  On the first
and only occasion of Torino’s presence, at the half-time break for
snacks and beer, Paul Dietrich raised the question of Madalyn
Murray O’Hair’s most recent escapade, “I see Madalyn’s at it
again.  Involved in another Supreme Court case about religion
in the public schools. She’s beginning to give atheists a bad name;
as if they aren’t already on the shit list.”

 Gene, seeing an opportunity to give Torino a clearer
picture of his viewpoint jumped right in on his favorite subject
saying, “Nobody really understands the atheist position.”

John Torino looked up from his pepperoni-cracker-and-cheese
sandwich and asked, “What do you mean, Gene?  What’s to
understand?  Atheists claim there’s no God.”

“Well some of them do, but most of them, including me, simply
reject the claims of theists.  We don’t say ‘there is no God,’
because no one can know that.  What we do say is that ‘we
don’t believe in your belief.’  Don’t you see the difference?
”

“Well that’s the same as saying there’s no God, isn’t it? Are
you playing with words, Gene?  What do you believe in, Gene,
if you don’t believe in God?”

“I don’t believe in any of the ridiculous beliefs that people
like you claim to be true.  Isn’t it enough to say that what I
believe is that you’re wrong?  Most atheists just reject the
claims of theists … a-theist … get it, John?  The
word means ‘without a God-belief.’  I don’t have to offer a
ridiculous, substitute-claim in order to say that I reject
yours.  Do you feel you have to provide an alternative to
Santa Claus because you don’t believe in him?” 

Up to this point, Dr. Torino was assuming that Gene was just a
fallen Italian-Catholic, and because of that assumption he felt
there was a chance he could be brought back into the fold. “Some of
the greatest thinkers of all time, philosophers like Thomas
Aquinas, St. Anselm, Ignatius Loyola and other leading Jesuits have
proven the existence of God, Gene.  How can some ordinary
college teacher refute the ideas of these great theologians with a
straight face?”

Paul began nervously shuffling the deck as he glanced toward
Gene hoping he could prevent his buddy from reacting to the Dean’s
slighting insult because it could only spell trouble and that was
one thing Paul liked to avoid.  “Come on Gene, I’m shuffling
the deck for you.  Let the rest of these guys argue about
angels dancing on the heads of pins.  It’s your deal.”

Gene got his friend’s message, and choking back his desire to
tell the new dean what he thought about his revered Saints and
Jesuits he picked up the deck and began dealing, but he was
thinking about his third-grade encounter with Miss Euphemia R. Shaw
and her attempts at instilling the fear of God in him and how he
eventually had the last words with her—“Miss Shaw, FUCK YOU!”

Gene ignored the invitation to attend Torino’s retreat and tried
to stay out of his way, but it wasn’t long before there was another
office visit and this was one more fraught with tension for the
leopard because of the nature of the subject and the fact that Gene
was now lying in wait for his prey.  Torino on his daily
rounds knocked on Gene’s office door one day when Gene was working
on a publication that had an editorial deadline, and he was very
uptight about it.  Torino’s mission that day was an effort to
convince Gene to vote in favor of promoting Purnan Lal Singhi to
full professor.  

The procedure for promotion in academia was first to have a
recommendation come from a committee of the appointee’s peers which
the dean usually respected—although he did have veto power, and on
occasion it was exercised.  Then the tenured faculty voted on
the promotion. The reason why Dr. Torino had become Singhi’s
champion in this instance is a curiosity about incompetent
administrators in academia.  They tend to be in favor of
having other incompetents in positions under them in order to
appear comparatively capable.  At least that was Gene’s
opinion.

They discussed it for almost an hour with Gene offering one
objection after another, most of which were based upon the fact
that Singhi was incompetent, the students in Singhi’s classes
always complained to Gene about him and no one ever wanted to sign
up for his courses, so that Gene’s were always
oversubscribed.  In addition, he didn’t speak English well
enough for the students who were stuck with him to understand what
he was saying.   Finally, Torino could not stand it any
longer and said with his hands spread out in front of him as if in
supplication, “Look, Gene, you’ll be coming up for full professor
yourself in a few months.  You don’t want to see that
jeopardized do you?”

Gene understood the veiled threat immediately, because there was
no other logical connection between Torino’s insistence that Gene
vote favorably on Singhi’s promotion than the fact that if Torino
was unhappy about Gene’s failure to support Singhi, he would veto
the promotion committee’s recommendation when it came time for
Gene’s promotion.  It was the kind of quid pro quo that could
have come from a Mafia don.

Gene didn’t even walk around his desk to get at Dr.
Torino.  He leapfrogged like he used to do when he was a kid
jumping over a fence, hands down for support and legs to one side
in a move similar to that of a gymnast dismounting the horse. 
Torino backed up against the wall with his eyes wide open in terror
as the madman who was now within inches of his face grabbed his tie
and shirt over the lapels of his suit jacket and shoved his head
against the bulletin board on the wall.  “Listen, you lousy
motherfucker, don’t you even think of interfering with my
promotion, or I’ll tear your fucking tongue out!”  Later on
Gene would admit to his closest friends and colleagues that it was
not the way for an associate professor to behave!

For the next few weeks whenever the two of them were approaching
each other as they walked down the hallway, Gene made it a point to
walk directly toward the dean.  If Torino drifted toward the
left, Gene changed direction to be in his path.  If Torino
went to the right, so did Gene in order to maintain a collision
course.   It was the old leopard again, spots and all,
and Dr. John Torino well understood that the cat was on the prowl
and he did not want to be the prey.  Many times he simply
turned around and went back to his office until the corridor was
clear. 

The day before the Christmas recess in 1976, Gene opened an
envelope from the Office of the President of The State University
at Harwood and read, “As a result of the enthusiastic
recommendation of the Dean of Education, it is with great pleasure
that I announce the promotion of Dr. Gene Geminni to full
professor.”
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Chapter 16

THE PILOTS

 

 

Maybe it was the exhilaration of the previous five years in
which so much had happened beginning with the release of Mikey from
prison, to his own achievement of a full professorship.  Maybe
he had developed a need for intense stimulation, each event
creating a higher threshold for gratification. It could even be the
inherent tendency to impulsivity that had always been part of his
persona, but whatever the reason, shortly after his promotion to
full professor, Gene decided to sign up for a complete course in
flight instruction which would earn him a pilot’s license in a few
months. 

 Gene had recently flown in a small airplane for the first
time with a friend who owned his own Beech Bonanza and he could not
get over the tingling excitement he had felt during that
flight.  It was as if he sensed a connection with an activity
that he was destined to pursue, almost a
compulsion.    A week later, as he drove out to the
airport in Hyacinth to take his first lesson, he had relived that
excitement while at the same time indulging in fantasies of taking
Ginny on trips around the country in their own plane. 

He parked in a graveled area and as he looked at the scattered
group of people standing around the hanger, he wondered which one
of them was Tom Allen, the guy he had spoken to on the phone and
had made the arrangement with for his flight training.  Tom
turned out to be the one who looked exactly like a Hollywood
version of a flight instructor.  Tall, handsome and dashing
(if that term can still be used), he had a deep resonant voice
similar to the ones heard on the loudspeaker of a commercial
airliner when they announced, “This is Captain Jones up here on the
flight deck … .”  In fact, Tom was certified for
commercial flight in addition to his other qualifications and he
was awaiting an opening with American Airlines to begin their
flight training program.  He was also an accomplished
aerobatics pilot, and later on, when they became friends, he
offered many times to take Gene up for some stunt flying, but Gene
always declined because he really got airsick quite easily during
violent maneuvers and didn’t want to puke all over Tom’s pretty
little airplane. Gene never could have imagined at that meeting
that some day they would share a life-threatening adventure.

Tom was a meticulous pilot and instructor and he provided Gene
with a Flight Manual to be studied like a textbook for a graduate
course that his life depended on passing.  He insisted on
going “by-the-book” in even the slightest of details, so that any
possibility of pilot error that might eventually be the cause of a
mishap was accounted for in advance.  He produced an
exhaustive checklist to be followed explicitly before each flight
which included the plane, the weather, the pilot, the runway, the
charts, anything in fact where an oversight could spell
disaster.  He told Gene, “You’re going to have more fun in the
next few weeks than you can imagine, but you won’t enjoy it very
long if you fail to take seriously every tiny detail of what I
teach you and what’s in the manual.  You can’t be in a hurry,
you can’t take any shortcuts, and you can’t be careless or
reckless.  Always remember, there are old pilots and there are
bold pilots, but there are no old bold pilots.”  By the time
the pep talk was finished Gene was practically salivating, because
Tom had told him on the phone that he would fly the airplane on the
first day, which was now, and all they had done for most of his
first hour was talk.

Gene learned how to do the “pre flight walk around” in which the
pilot inspected the plane, checking everything from fuel and oil
levels to nicks on the propeller blade.  He learned to do it
following a printed itemized list which continued on into the
interior of the cabin and all its equipment and instruments. 
After almost forty minutes Tom said, “Get into the pilot’s seat and
I’ll talk you through your first flight, including a takeoff and
landing.”   This was the moment he’d lost the last three
nights’ sleep over, and Gene, trembling with anticipation by now,
climbed into the tiny cabin, fastened his safety belt and waited
for Tom to do the same on the right side of the plane.  After
having him practice starting the engine, operating the flaps and
flight controls and the carburetor heat, he showed him how to pivot
the craft by revving up the engine and holding down one rudder
pedal, which when depressed all the way was also a brake
pedal.  Finally, Tom told him to taxi out to the end of the
runway and turn facing in the direction of the take off.

Within the next fifteen minutes, with Tom instructing his every
move he took off, flew around the community and executed some
turns, ascending and descending, banking and finally set up for an
approach and landing on the westbound runway.  With Tom
lightly assisting and occasionally correcting things with his dual
controls, Gene landed the little Cessna and wringing wet with sweat
screamed, “Whoopeeeeeee” as the little craft slowed down at the
taxiway and he turned it toward the hangar.  “You’ll make a
damned good pilot, because you’ve already got the coordination and
good touch that’s needed on the controls.  You seem to have a
feel for the wind and lift.”

“I’ve done some sailing in a small wooden sloop,” Gene offered,
“and there seems to be a similarity.”  He was right.  The
same force that moves a sailboat at an angle to the wind also keeps
an airplane aloft.  In fact a sail and a wing are both called
airfoils, and they both operate according to Bernoulli’s principle
in that they allow a curved surface to provide a force to
counteract gravity. 

After several weeks of dual instruction, twelve hours to be
exact, Gene had just completed the last of five perfect takeoffs
and landings when Tom told him to stop the plane on the runway,
opened the cabin door and climbed out saying, “Do one by yourself
and bring her back to the hanger.”  With that, he slammed the
cabin door and walked away.

Gene had known that the time was coming soon when he would make
his first solo flight, but he didn’t expect it to happen quite this
way.  He thought Tom would have said something like, “Next
time you’ll solo,” and he, of course, would have worked himself
into a state of extreme anxiety the night before.  How could
Tom do it so unexpectedly and casually in this manner?  He
just jumped out of the plane and said to go take off by himself and
then land it and taxi back to the hangar.  There was no time
to think about it, no chickening out, no asking if Tom was sure he
was ready, just turn the Goddamn plane around, taxi to the end of
the runway and take off!

“For Christ’s sake,” he admonished himself.  “You’ve just
done it perfectly five times in succession, so what’s there to
worry about?”  He throttled up, stepped hard on the left brake
pedal and pivoted the little craft around 180 degrees and headed
for the end of runway twenty-four, announcing authoritatively into
the radio microphone as he taxied, “Cessna five, zero, zero, four,
three, taxiing on runway two-four, Hyacinth.”  This procedure,
he was taught, was to alert any approaching aircraft that there was
a plane on the runway preparing to take off.   He looked
around for any traffic as the plane bounced over the tarmac to the
huge painted numerals “24” on the ground.  All runways are
numbered according to the direction they face on the compass and
then dropping the last zero.  A due south facing runway is
pointing 180 degrees, so it is called runway one-eight.  The
runway Gene was about to use pointed southwest.  Pivoting once
again, throttle wide open, he announced “Cessna five, zero, zero,
four, three, departing two-four Hyacinth”, and the tiny plane sped
down the runway toward the intersection.  Hand on the
throttle, eyes doing the continuous scan he had been
taught—instruments, horizon, instruments—he eased back on the
wheel, rotating the nose upward and smoothly lifted the Cessna 150
off the runway.

As he climbed above the airport and the surrounding countryside,
the words of John Gillespie Magee’s poem “High Flight” flooded his
mind as if a stereo player was blasting inside the cabin,

 

“Oh!  I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth,

And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;

Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth

Of sun-split clouds,—and done a hundred things

You have not dreamed of—wheeled and soared and swung

High in the sunlit silence, Hov’ring there,

I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung

My eager craft through footless halls of air…

Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue

I’ve topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace

Where never lark nor ever eagle flew—

And, while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod

The high untrespassed sanctity of space,

Put out my hand and touched the face of God.”

 

Although he had long since abandoned his belief in God, the poem
still brought tears to his eyes and tingled the back of his
neck.   Right now it thrilled him more than ever before
to think those words, because as he “topped the wind-swept heights
with easy grace Where never lark nor ever eagle flew,” he felt an
exhilaration that could only come from leaving “the bonds of earth”
all alone—with no instructor beside him—for the first time. 
That feeling had never left him and any time he had a chance to go
flying, alone or with passengers he jumped at the chance.

The first time he had ever heard that poem in its entirety was
when he was taking a commercial flight with Ginny and the kids from
Buffalo to New York City.  As the huge Boeing lifted off and
started its climb-out, the captain came on the intercom without any
introduction and began reciting some poetry.  Startled at
first, many passengers looked at each other with expressions that
seemed to be asking, “Who’s flying the airplane?  Is this some
drug-crazed, hippie-freak flying for American Airlines?”  But
after he finished the poem, the captain told the passengers about
the young United States Air Force pilot who had written it and then
had died in the early days of World War II.  He had been
nineteen years old.  When they returned from the trip, Gene
went to the library and obtained a copy of the poem from a
collection they had there and memorized it.  It was years
before he had thought of taking up flying but it had touched
something within him in the same way that Magee’s hand had touched
the face of God.

Gene loved the idea of learning to fly.  That’s somewhat
different from saying that he loved to fly, which of course had did
also.  But he loved it in a different way, say, than someone
who wanted to get from point A to point B.  Or someone who
wanted to have an adventure; or even someone who wanted to be able
to brag about another skill he’s acquired.  All of which
probably applied to Gene, but in addition, it appealed to so many
other interests of his.  Instead of merely wanting to know
that you have to pull back on the wheel to raise the nose of the
airplane he wanted to understand what was happening at the end of
the cable that the wheel was attached to.  How was it changing
the position of the elevators so that the airflow was
altered?  Other student pilots would look out the window as
they flew and exclaim “what a view!” Gene would look out the window
and recite the lines from Magee’s “High Flight.”  He would
connect the experience of flying with the countless other interests
he had, and each one of those added to the total appreciation he
had of flying.  Most student pilots memorized the words that
had to be said at each step in the procedure from taxiing to
landing, but to Gene it was a performance to the imaginary audience
he never outgrew performing for, even though this behavior is
supposed to be characteristic of adolescents and not forty-five
year old men. 

And so it went with everything else he became passionate about
from flying to poetry to astronomy and all the other activities he
spent his life pursuing.

He found out that flying a small airplane is not all that
difficult, especially in straight and level flight in good
weather.  Taking off requires a bit more skill, and landing,
of course, is the most difficult.  But the little Cessna 150
trainers that are widely used around the country are very forgiving
and most student pilots are able to master the technique of landing
without banging the daylights out of the landing gear after having
done what are called “touch-and-gos” about sixty or so times. 
Although Gene loved the takeoffs, as Magee had so beautifully
described them, what he felt was really the most esthetically
pleasing part of flying skills was the landing. 

To Gene it was a sublime thrill to be able to come safely down
from thousands of feet above the earth, where without competent
guidance from the pilot, the force of gravity would inevitably turn
the craft into a plummeting projectile until it disintegrated in
flames upon impact with the ground.  It is not an uncommon
occurrence.  Following an established pattern upon approaching
an airport or “the field” as pilots called it, the person at the
controls lowers the flaps with a little switch, throttles back the
engine, and sets up a slow, gradual descent aimed right at the
centerline of the chosen runway.  When it is certain that no
more engine power is needed to get past any obstacles to the runway
apron, he “chops the power,” which basically turns the plane into a
glider, at which point it floats silently down, and at just the
right moment, about fifteen feet above the concrete, he raises the
nose, levels off the plane, and lets it settle gently to the
ground.  The tires would chirp and the craft would continue
its landing roll to the taxiway and on to the hangar.  Each
landing was a thrill, and Gene had a little ritual saying that he
spoke every time he had done it as a student pilot; “Foiled the
Grim Reaper once again.”  Later on, he sometimes said it aloud
to his nervous passengers, but soon anyone who flew with him
immediately recognized the skill and concentration he manifested as
he indulged in his beloved hobby and they laughed along with
him.










THE GURU


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

THE GURU

 

Gene had earned his doctorate back in 1970 right in the middle
of the Vietnam War.  The day that he had showed up to present
his two-years’-worth of research and study to the faculty who had
gathered for the defense of his dissertation, he’d almost had the
work torn out of his hands by students protesting the war in front
of the University of Buffalo.  He actually had to use his
briefcase as a flail and swing it at a couple of them as he shoved
his way through the chanting mob that was trying to put a stop to
all university activities. 

His dissertation turned out to be good enough to be published in
a Journal of the American Psychological Association, and within six
years he’d been promoted to full professor.  It had been a
long climb from his first year of teaching elementary school and he
had become a well-respected authority on child and adolescent
psychology and a damned good teacher.

Now that he was a full professor with all the accomplishments
and perquisites that went along with that achievement, Gene was
seeking out a professional involvement that would be interesting, a
challenge, and that would add to his credentials and
prestige.  He had written and published several articles and
had obtained certification in clinical psychology and had developed
a small private practice off-campus, away from his colleagues at
the college, in a tiny office that he rented downtown.

When he read the latest issue of The American Psychologist he
saw an ad for a one-year post-doctoral fellowship with
world-renowned Dr. Albert Ellis, one of the leading theorists in
psychology, at the famous Institute for Rational Psychotherapy in
Manhattan.  Gene had always admired Ellis for his work in
psychology as well as for his reputation as a free-thinker. 
Albert Ellis was an outspoken humanist, skeptic, and probably an
atheist; here was an involvement that filled all the criteria he
was seeking—with an added bonus.  He and Ginny could return
for a whole year to their roots in New York City and spend a sort
of year-long working vacation living right in the heart of the
action; the museums, the libraries the galleries and the
theaters.  For the first time since their childhood they could
afford to enjoy all that the city had to offer.  What a
possibility!  When he told Ginny about it they both could not
contain their excitement and they danced around the living room
singing “We’ll take Manhattan, the Bronx and Staten Island
too.” 

In the spring of 1977 he received the notice that he had been
awarded the one-year fellowship.  The campus was buzzing with
the news, especially the psychology department, and President
Rhodes called him to personally congratulate him and to offer him a
sabbatical with full salary.  It was especially gratifying to
Rhodes that his rebellious protégé had earned such an honor because
he had taken some risks in supporting the sometimes pugnacious
scholar, often opposing his deans and chairmen, as he guided Gene
to the peak of his career.

Ginny immediately dug out a file that she had seen recently
about an artist-in-residence grant with Edward Albee at his
prestigious Barn in Montauk, Long Island.  Did they dare
believe they could simultaneously receive these two awards? 
They dared and they did.  After submitting her resume and a
series of slides of her work, she received a letter from the
playwright inviting her to spend the month of June at The Barn.

 

When they realized what was ahead they were overwhelmed with the
excitement about the coming year, which was immediately
overshadowed with the crushing burden of everything they would have
to do before Labor Day.  Especially the house.

 

1.         She was
graduating in May with her Master’s Degree in Fine Art and would
have to complete those
requirements.                                                            

2.         They would
have to rent the house to someone.  The thought of it made
them sick with fear about the trashing they might face.

3.         They would
have to find a place in Manhattan they could afford to rent.

4.         They would
have to pack and move whatever it would require for a year’s
temporary life away from home.

 

On Tuesday May 31, 1977 they drove the loaded Toyota Celica the
six hundred miles to Montauk, Long Island and arrived late that
afternoon to spend the month of June at The Barn.  A huge,
white, nondescript building which was originally a working barn
that housed livestock, The Barn had been converted to an
artist-in-residence workspace and living quarters for up to two
dozen writers and painters.  Located out on the Eastern tip of
Long Island, (Gene and Ginny had taken Shirley and Annie there to
swim and play in the sand during the year they had lived in Port
Jefferson) they looked forward to visiting it again.  Albee’s
generosity provided an opportunity to hundreds of the most creative
people over the years and Ginny would pursue her painting during
the month, while Gene would make forays into Manhattan to look for
an apartment they could rent with at most a year’s lease.

Everything worked out perfectly and what had seemed like an
impossible series of obstacles the preceding spring were easily
hurdled and on September 6 the Tuesday after Labor day Gene left
their small new apartment on East 10th Street and headed uptown on
the subway for The Institute which was located in the Roosevelt
Mansion on East 65th Street.  The beautiful old brownstone had
been the town house of Franklin and Eleanor and still had historic
building status, but now it served as the clinical offices,
classrooms and lecture hall for Albert Ellis and his attractive
assistant Janet Wolfe as well as the rest of the staff. 
Albert and Janet also lived together on the top floor.

 

All the fellows were supposed to have their first meeting with
Ellis at one o’clock, but at 12:45 they had already assembled in
the waiting room outside his conference room.   “They”
were the twelve fellows who had come from all over the
world—Holland, England, California and even someone from
Australia.  Gene was one of the few from the State of New
York.  They were all very keyed up as they gathered in the
anteroom just outside Ellis’s office, and the susurration was
palpable.

At two minutes after one, Ellis stuck his head out of his office
door and yelled, “WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU WAITING FOR?  GET THE
FUCK IN HERE!  When I say 1:00 o’clock I mean one o’clock not
fucking five after one….” And on and on.  He must have said
“fuck” and “fucking” twenty times in the tirade that lasted for the
next five minutes.

The twelve were dumbstruck. For several seconds they were
literally frozen with confusion and stood like statues in the
waiting area, even thinking that Ellis was joking.  As he saw
their paralysis he became even louder and more abusive and
continued at the high pitch of a cornet blasting staccato
notes.  Slowly they all began trooping meekly into the inner
sanctum of Albert Ellis, world renowned leader in psychology,
founder of Rational Emotive Therapy (RET), 1970 Humanist of the
Year and expert in interpersonal relations who at the moment
sounded very much like a college football coach whose team was
behind by thirty points at half time.  This was the guy for
whom Gene had just left his home in the possession of three college
students for a year, and for a minute he almost turned around and
walked out of the Roosevelt Mansion, thinking to himself “Who the
hell needs to spend a year with this asshole?” 

For the next fifteen minutes the fellows listened to Albert lay
down the operating rules of his program and not a soul uttered the
slightest word of protest.  Surely they were all as astounded
as Gene was as he sat there thinking about the huge loss to him and
Ginny if he were to act out his impulse to tell the guy off …
and so he managed to keep quiet.  It was just as well that he
did, because over the course of the following ten months he found
himself enjoying the most exciting experience of his professional
career and his respect for Albert Ellis went to the top of the
scale.  He learned an important lesson in self control that
day and for the rest of his life he was far less inclined to shoot
off his mouth when a situation started out looking ominous.

 

Midway through the program when the fellows had all developed an
easygoing, cordial camaraderie with Ellis, Gene asked him one day
about his behavior on that memorable occasion of their initial
meting.  Ellis smiled and shrugged it off saying, “It was like
the farmer with the two-by-four and the mule.  I was just
getting your attention.”  It also emerged in a later
discussion that Albert was a diabetic and it is very probable that
his blood chemistry was somewhat out of equilibrium that
afternoon.

In the course of the weekly meetings with Ellis and the fellows
Gene encountered the wide-ranging opinions of the man who had
developed a potent school of psychology based on the teachings of
the stoic philosophers Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius. 
Epictetus’ famous epigram, “Men are not disturbed by things, but
rather by their view of things”, forms the basic idea underlying
cognitive psychology, and its promulgation by Ellis led to a
twentieth- century revolution against the Freudian dictums that
humans are enslaved by their emotions and can only hope to triumph
over them by mysterious interpretations of dreams and unconscious
processes by gurus and other mystics.  “Mysterious
interpretations” require shamans and priests, and science eschews
such individuals because knowledge is not the exclusive possession
of the few members of a cabal.  Rational thought could be
attained by anyone who wanted it, and Gene became a believer in
RET, one of the few beliefs he ever held, other than his belief
that science and logic were the only means by which knowledge could
ever hope to be obtained.  He had intuitively known that the
absurd constructs of the psychoanalytic school—the Oedipal Complex,
for example—were anti-scientific, almost spooky in their
formulation, and that many other psychological theories which were
derived from Freud and his cohorts could never become part of
science.  Here with Ellis, finally, he had come upon a way of
viewing the workings of the mind that was consistent with what
science believed.  Most importantly for Gene, he became aware
that some leaders in scientific fields were not afraid to reveal
their objection to organized religious dogmas, and Albert Ellis was
one of them.

Gene became a competent and much sought-after therapist at the
Institute, and he developed many friendships and enjoyed group
therapy sessions with the Guru in charge and in which the fellows
worked on some of their personal problems, and Gene took a back
seat to none of them.  Once he brought up the fight in the
elevator which had taken place over twenty years ago, and by the
time Ellis and the group had offered him their feedback he felt he
had put that one to rest.  At the very least he seemed to rid
himself of the guilt that had always lingered because of his
violent response, but everyone in the group thought he had only
defended himself and since he was still a very young guy at the
time he couldn’t have expected to act very differently. 
Encouraged by his ability to reveal his past mistakes and feelings
he began discussing his rejection of his father with the group, but
despite all their rational-emotive strategies and Ellis’ own advice
to ask himself why Victor should have been any different than he
was, he was unable to shed the emotional disturbance attached to
what Albert had described as “musterbation.”  By that Ellis
meant that he was abusing himself by insisting that Victor should
or must be something that Gene wanted him to be, and of course
Victor wasn’t.

One of the fringe benefits of the year in New York would be an
opportunity for Gene and Mikey to renew their relationship. 
Mikey was extremely grateful for Gene’s efforts in getting him
released a year ahead of time from Dannemora and had never
forgotten it.  The brothers had never been close until that
happened and even afterward, the distance from Harwood to New York
City perpetuated the lack of communication but there was nothing
Mikey would not do for Gene and when he and Ginny moved into
Manhattan, Mikey loved introducing his professor brother to his own
colleagues, bookies, shylocks, muscle men and other assorted Damon
Runyonesque characters that were all part of Mikey’s world. 
Gene and Ginny got a huge kick out of it too.  Despite the
fact that they were associating with underworld characters, just a
step removed from the upper (or lower) levels of the Mafia it was a
colorful, and to say the least, interesting association. 

They met Joe the Beard, Jimmy the Gimp, Johnny Bananas, Bernie
Noodles and “Augie.”  Surnames were rarely used, and if you
asked for Peter D’Avanzo you’d get blank stares, but say Pete the
Mop, and you’d have established contact.  Gene and Ginny could
pay for nothing.  If Ginny needed some clothes, Mikey made a
phone call, gave her an address of some top dress manufacturing
house in the Garment District, and she could go there and take her
pick of choice dresses and suits from the best designers. 
When it came time to pay, they’d wave her away saying, “I owe
Mikey,” or “Mikey’s got it.”  It was doubtful that any money
ever changed hands over such deals.

Mikey’s hangouts and cronies provided great amusement value for
Gene and Ginny, and they would meet him at his place of business
about once a week to go to dinner or a show.   It was
located in Chip’s Bar and Grill on Thirty-fourth Street where most
business transactions were conducted at the bar or at a nearby
table, and sometimes outside the door on the sidewalk.  The
pay telephone in the vestibule handled most of the phone
conversations, except for really big deals which were handled by
the private phone under the bar which Mikey either leaned over to
get at when it rang or it was handed to him by Chip or whoever was
behind the bar at any given time.  There were rarely any
outgoing calls, most transactions seemingly originating somewhere
else.  The business obviously involved bookmaking, loan
sharking and “sales,” although Gene was never told this in so many
words.  The one thing that did not seem to be part of the
repertory was drugs, which is not to say that the cast of
characters did not indulge themselves recreationally.  It just
wasn’t part of their product line.

The customers included “legitimate guys” a term which referred
to anyone who either had a job, paid taxes or possessed a social
security card, and hoodlums, entertainers from Broadway and an
occasional member of the NYPD.   Gene came to be called
simply “Doc” and there was obvious great pride in having a real
professor as a companion and Mikey never missed an opportunity to
introduce “My brother, the doctor,” or to say “Meet the professor,
my brother.”

One of their hangouts after business hours was “Stan’s Place” on
Sixteenth Street just off Union Square.  By day it was a
luncheonette which served the working people of the neighborhood,
but at night, if you rang the bell alongside the heavily reinforced
metal door that led to the basement, and then stepped back to the
curb to await the response, the loud, deep bark of a German
Shepherd would be followed by the door being opened and Stan
peering out into the dark street hanging on to the sturdy chain of
the eager, panting, growling, salivating guardian of the
premises.

“Hey Mikey, Doc, Missus!  Come on in.”  “In” meant
down to the basement which was literally an underground den, and
after bowing politely to Ginny, Stan would lead them to a
beautifully decorated little bistro with candlelight, a pianist and
a kitchen that served some of the finest Italian cuisine in New
York.  There were never more than a handful of people at the
several tables along the walls which were covered with murals, and
one of the reasons for the clandestine arrangement was immediately
apparent, because many were openly snorting cocaine or smoking
high-grade marijuana.  Gene and Ginny did not use cocaine,
although Gene had tried it once at Stan’s insistence.  Ginny
would have a Manhattan on the rocks and just listen to the
conversation, which was always the same. 

“So Mikey, how’s business?” 

“Ahh, menza, menza, can’t complain.”

“Got anything good?”

“Whaddyaneed?”

“Howsabout some watches?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Then turning to Gene or Ginny, “You need a good
watch?   A Rollie maybe?”  And so it would go
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CHAPTER 18

THE CUBAN ESCAPADE

 

Toward the end of the Institute’s Fellowship Program, as he was
winding down his case load, Gene began flying occasionally on
weekend trips with his old friend and flying instructor in Tom’s
twin Beech 18.  The trips were usually business for Tom, a
delivery or pickup for some wealthy businessman in the area, and
sometimes they even flew down to Florida.  Gene loved these
opportunities to fly copilot for free (flying lessons were quite
expensive in twin-engine aircraft) as well as the adventure when
Tom would take a nap and trust him with the operation of a plane he
was not yet certified to fly.

One day early in April, Tom called and asked Gene if he wanted
to make a three-day trip to Miami.  He had another delivery to
make there and would need two overnights for the whole
itinerary.  They would leave Teterboro, New Jersey airport on
Friday morning and be back Sunday night. Gene jumped at the
opportunity and told Ginny about it immediately.  She didn’t
hesitate even though he said it would require being away for two
nights, because with her own work on her upcoming exhibit at an
uptown gallery she was not going to feel lonely in the slightest,
in fact she could use the time to finish two large canvasses she
was working on.

After Tom’s delivery to Miami was completed he took Gene to
dinner at a swanky Miami restaurant and over dinner he dropped a
bomb.  “You don’t have to come along on this next leg, if you
choose not to,” he began.  “You can stay here at the motel and
I’ll be back tomorrow night.  I’ll tell you about it in
confidence.  If you say ‘no’ I’ll understand but expect you to
keep it a secret.”  He then went on to outline a “cargo”
pickup in Colombia and he could use a copilot but was unable to get
one of his regulars.  “I can do it alone if I have to, but
it’s a fourteen-hour round trip with no opportunity to sleep, and
it would be a lot safer with a copilot.”  He trusted Gene,
both as a pilot and as a friend who could keep a secret, and
nothing appealed more to Gene’s sense of machismo than that. 
He questioned Tom for a few minutes about the risks and other
pertinent facts and because he trusted Tom in the same way, he
jumped, as he had done so many times before, with little
hesitation, thinking, “So this was where Tom was on those long
weekends when no one heard from him.”

The plan was to leave the small private airstrip just outside
Miami at eight o’clock the next morning.  The trip would take
about seven hours.  They had to arrive in Colombia by 3:00
P.M.  Loading the cargo and refueling would take about an
hour.  The return trip would add another seven hours and they
expected to be back in Miami around 11:00 P.M. on Saturday. 
He would give Gene $5,000 cash for his help.

To this day he could never explain, either to himself or anyone
else, why he went along with Tom’s outrageous proposal.  He
could use but didn’t really need the money.  He was not
avaricious by nature, and he had a healthy respect for law and
order. Several years later one of his colleagues, a psychoanalyst,
would suggest why he may have been able to disregard reason and
common sense and head off into the night on a dangerous criminal
enterprise risking everything in the world that he loved.  The
explanation offered by distinguished Freudian Sol Melner?  Tom
represented Victor, the father he wanted desperately to please, and
so rather than do the right thing and tell Tom to shove it, he went
along with him to avoid symbolic castration.  Obviously the
explanation was a little late for Gene to benefit from it. 
Besides, despite his affection for Sol, Gene regarded
psychoanalytic interpretations as unadulterated bullshit.

The following morning, carrying about 3500 pounds of fuel,
without filing a flight plan and under a heavy overcast and light
drizzle, the pair took off from Miami for the instrument flight to
Colombia.  Tom’s usual unflappable demeanor was decidedly more
“flappable” than Gene had ever seen him.  He hardly spoke at
all except to give Gene instructions and to ask for a chart or
other item in the cabin.  Gene started to become apprehensive
himself, only because he had never seen Tom so uneasy before. He
wondered what was behind Tom’s jitters, but before he had too much
time to consider it, about forty minutes southeast of Miami, they
encountered a fierce thunderstorm which arose out of nowhere, and
within minutes Tom was struggling to keep the twin Beech under
control.

The turbulence was violent and sudden.  “Tom, I heard you
check the weather forecast myself and there was no indication of
anything like this.  What the fuck is going on?”  Gene
yelled above the roar of the engines, shocked at the sudden shift
in the flight, from glass smooth to like being on a roller
coaster.

“It happens sometimes, embedded thunderstorms.  In clear
weather we’d have had some visual warning but in this thick
overcast, we just blundered into it.”   Gene was
beginning to feel nauseated and looked around the cockpit for a
“barf bag” that he felt certain he would need momentarily. Tom was
calling on all his skills as an aerobatic pilot to maintain the
plane’s attitude, keeping its wings level and nose pointing neither
up nor down, and he was doing an excellent job until seconds later
a lightning strike knocked out all of the plane’s
avionics.   With no lights, no navigation aids and no
communication possible, they had to get under the clouds to an
altitude where they could see where they were going, and even then
it would be difficult in the rain and wind.  His sole reliable
reference was his attitude indicator and it was virtually
impossible to fly in these conditions with only that
instrument. 

When a plane is in trouble, one of its best allies (all other
things being equal) is altitude.  The higher, the better, is
the rule.  If anything should affect the pilot’s ability to
control the aircraft, even total engine failure, the more distance
between the airplane and the earth below, the greater the chance
for recovery or locating a safe place for an emergency landing,
although over the ocean, the latter is usually out of the
question.  But since the low overcast forced them to descend
to two thousand feet Tom had now lost that important safety factor
and as they broke out under the clouds, the gliding distance of the
twin Beech was less than a mile. As I said a moment ago, finding a
safe place for an emergency ocean landing was usually out of the
question, but in this case … there was an option, because
below them was the only land for a hundred miles, Fidel Castro’s
Cuba.

With the skill that put him in Gene’s pantheon of heroes in the
first place, Tom guided the plane toward the only visible clearing
within gliding range, which was a strip of cultivated land
surrounded by trees along the edge of a small village.  The
fuel-laden plane was descending rapidly and the only way to keep it
from stalling and plunging to earth immediately was to keep the
airspeed high enough to maintain lift.  Tom was trying to
stretch its glide to clear a ramshackle wooden house and several
large banyan trees that lay right in the path of the sinking craft
so he couldn’t allow the nose to come too far down.  Carefully
maintaining the intricately delicate balance between stalling and
descending too rapidly, Tom guided the stricken bird over the roof
of the house between two of the larger banyans, deliberately
shearing off both wings to slow the craft and minimize the impact
on the fuselage. The effect was to decelerate  the hurtling
plane sufficiently, less than ten feet off the ground, so that the
fuselage’s belly  thumped into the dirt and skidded several
hundred feet to a stop just as the nose thudded into the trees at
the far end of the clearing. The plane and its two surviving
occupants came to rest atop a clump of mangroves.

It was a perfect maneuver, a crash-landing born of consummate
skill and courage and which succeeded in achieving the
one-in-a-million outcome of no explosion from the aviation fuel and
survival with only minor injuries to the two men.

Seconds later, both of them climbed down from the mixture of
tangled metal, tree limbs and foliage with only cuts, bruises and
the terror of knowing that soon they would be prisoners of Fidel
Castro, and Gene remembered thinking that his life as he knew it
was probably over.

Within minutes, barking dogs and the shouts of people rushing
toward the site of their wreckage was followed by sirens and the
arrival of police cars and two jeep loads of soldiers.  Gene
and Tom made no effort to flee since they were dazed and
disoriented; besides, where could they flee to in a country where
all outsiders were considered to be intruders or invaders and were
treated accordingly?  As the soldiers swept into the field
through the encircling trees that had slowed the fall of their
airplane, the two Americans stepped away from the debris and stood
with their hands above their heads acknowledging their helpless
acquiescence.  They would soon be powerless prisoners in one
of the most repressive regimes in the western hemisphere. As they
stood there, hands in the air, bloody and shaken, Tom whispered to
Gene, “We were on a vacation trip to the Bahamas from Miami.”


           

From the moment of their arrest to their imprisonment in a hell
hole called Combinado del Este, there was nothing that even
remotely resembled a legal proceeding in the United States of
America. There was no arraignment; no appointment of attorneys; no
trial to speak of and most assuredly no mention of rights or
respect of American citizenship.  They were brought before
some army officers in a building outside of Havana, asked a few
questions, stripped of their identification and personal
possessions and taken by jeep to where they were told they were
being “detained” and each taken to separate parts of the prison.
The place was considered by international penal experts to be one
of the toughest penitentiaries in the world and it would make
Dannemora look like the Plaza Hotel.  Combinado del Este,
about eleven miles outside of Havana has been compared to the
Soviet Union’s Gulag, and is one of six maximum security prisons in
the Cuban penal system.  It housed ten thousand prisoners in
conditions that have been described by Amnesty International as
among the worst of any known in the world, and certainly the worst
within a mere one hundred miles of the United States. 
Tuberculosis, malnutrition, beatings, and psychological torture are
commonplace, and unless one has actually been there, even firsthand
accounts by former prisoners are inadequate to portray the degree
of suffering and abuse that inmates are subject to.  Rats,
cockroaches, flies and lice are the constant companions of the
inmates, and hopeless despair the omnipresent mental state.

It was into this unimaginable environment that Gene found
himself thrust in the early morning of April 11, 1978, terrified
and hungry, separated from his companion, and without any realistic
hope that he would get out alive.

In his interrogation, Tom had told the soldiers who arrested
them after the crash that the plane had gotten off course on a
pleasure trip from Miami to the Bahamas when the storm came up and
all their electronic instruments had failed. 

“Señor, you do not expect us to believe you when you well know
that this “pleasure trip” story is a lie,” said the officer who
seemed to be in charge of the initial phase of their
confinement.

“We do not believe any of you Gringo pilots who always try to
make some kind of lame excuse when you violate Cuba’s air space and
then you are either forced down or crashed and are captured. 
It will be interesting to see what kind of story your friend has
concocted for us.”  Fortunately, in the other room, Gene had
corroborated Tom’s account telling his interrogators that they were
indeed on a pleasure trip from Miami to the Bahamas, and that Tom
had no choice but to crash land the twin Beech 18 in the field,
stalling it at just the right moment and pancaking down between the
trees.  They were able to walk away from what should have been
a fatal crash except for the exquisite skills of the aerobatic
pilot who was as good as they come behind the controls of an
airplane.  The Cubans did not believe him either, nor were
they impressed with Tom’s flying capabilities.  Within an hour
they were taken to separate parts of the compound and each was
assigned to a cell that housed other prisoners.


           

Gene rolled over on the concrete slab floor, opened his eyes and
tried to look around him.  It was pitch dark and the smell was
unbearable, like an open cesspool.  He could hear the snoring
of several men and the dripping of water nearby.  Then
suddenly he remembered where he was.  He was in Cuba, in a
prison cell, and he had been there for three days with no word from
Tom or the captors who had brought them here; nothing about what
was going to be the disposition of their case.  He’d been
given only bread and rice to eat since he’d arrived here and the
foul tasting drinking water came from a spigot on the other side of
the long room, dripping incessantly night and day.   The
faucet produced running water for only an hour once a day when the
guard turned on the valve outside the bars.  His head ached
where he had banged it when the plane hit the trees, and he had
difficulty remembering what had happened.  How could he have
gotten himself into this mess?  Would he ever get out of
here?

As daylight brightened the gray of the grim concrete room, he
counted lying around him on the slab, fourteen men, mostly in
tattered clothing and sleeping on heavy canvas pads that looked as
if they were taken off military stretchers or cots and were being
used as sleeping mats or blanket rolls.  Most of them appeared
to be Hispanic who were clean-shaven, including their scalps, and
what clothing they had on seemed to be a sort of military style
khaki.  In the center of the room was a hole in the concrete
slab which served as the communal toilet and was emanating a stench
that he had encountered only once before, when they had had to dig
up the septic tank on the front lawn of their home in Laketon,
because the drain had been plugged up and the raw feces had seeped
out onto the grass.

As clarity of thought gradually replaced his dream state he
realized that this was the dreaded day when they had told him he
would supposedly appear before the interrogation officer and find
out what the hell was going to happen to him.  Ginny must be
frantic by now because he had telephoned her from Miami Friday
night, and told her they’d be home Sunday afternoon.  He
calculated with difficulty that it was now Tuesday and that she
couldn’t even begin to imagine where he was or what had
happened.  All she knew was that he had gone with Tom on a
business flight, a trip that would require two overnights and they
had been gone five days now.  Gene was in the habit of
telephoning any night that he was away from home, even if it was a
professional conference in Buffalo or some other nearby
place.  She had to know that his silence meant he was in
serious trouble.

This was not like the night over twenty-five years ago when he
had had the accident with the truck and had landed in jail in
Wurtsboro.  Then he was given a bunk with a mattress and a
pillow and a fairly decent meal had been brought in from a local
diner.  He’d had permission to make a few telephone calls, and
he was actually treated pleasantly and teased with good humor by
the sheriff and his helper, and when Ginny had sent the wire with
the hundred bucks, he was free.

This place was like you see in the movies where people are
thrown into dungeons in countries run by dictators.   In
fact, it was a dungeon in a country run by a dictator whose name
was Fidel Castro, and although it was only ninety miles from the
coast of Florida, it was a very bad place to be in trouble with the
law.  They had given him only a piece of canvas to sleep on,
and as he lay there in the fetid cell wondering if he would ever
get to see Ginny and his kids or anything related to the life he
had come to enjoy, he silently rued having gone along with Tom on
such an outlandish escapade.  What the fuck was he thinking of
when he agreed to co-pilot for him?  Was he that much in love
with flying to disregard caution to the extent that he had
jeopardized his life and his freedom?   Was he so macho
that he was ashamed to appear to be chicken?

Gene’s thoughts snapped back to the present as two uniformed
guards with Kalashnikovs came to the bars and one of them yelled,
“Americano! Vienes, tu, aquí. Ahora!”  Since he was the only
American in the group he correctly assumed the guard wanted him to
come to the cell door  and as he painfully crawled to his
feet, one of the other prisoners whispered to him softly, “Good
luck, amigo, you will need it.”  Gene felt an ominous shiver
go down his spine as he walked to the door which was now open and
he fell into step between the two soldiers as they led him down the
corridor to a small room.  It was the office of the chief
interrogator, and he was surprised to see that Tom was not there,
only the uniformed colonel behind a desk.  As soon as he was
inside the door, the colonel speaking excellent English, asked him,
“Señor, you are charged with violating Cuban airspace and illegal
entry into Cuba, how do you plead?”

Could this be a trial?  Is this a legal proceeding? 
Gene was bewildered and his head was spinning and ached badly as he
said as calmly as he could, “I plead not guilty, sir, we were
flying to the Bahamas from Miami on vacation and an electrical
storm knocked out our navigational equipment.”

“Who was piloting the plane at the time?”

“My friend, Tom was, but he had no intention of landing here,
sir.  We actually crash landed because both engines had
quit.   We’re sorry and meant no harm to Cuba or its
people.  I’m a professor in my country and not a
criminal.”  Gene was feeling desperate because it was obvious
that this was not going to be the kind of proceeding you saw on
“L.A. Law” or in a Perry Mason movie.

“Your occupation is of no interest to me.  I will send my
report to the legal committee and you will receive a notice from
them regarding your sentence.” 

Before the words “Is that it?” could form in his mind, the two
soldiers who had been standing behind him grabbed his arms and led
him back to the cell block.  He had never even had a dream to
match this unbelievably surreal experience and his spirits
plummeted to a lower level than when he had been thrown into the
cell three days ago.  The entire proceeding had lasted less
than four minutes.

When he returned to the cell, Gene was surprised to find out
that the man who had whispered to him before his interrogation was
a Cuban college professor who had already been there for eight
months and had had only one visit from his distraught wife in all
that time.  He told Gene he had been arrested for “subversive
activities” a catch-all-charge that covered the content of the
course he used to teach in Spanish History which included
discussions about the Spanish Civil War in the 1930’s.  Since
he had sounded sympathetic to the Franco government, according to
some of his students, he was labeled a fascist and thrown into
prison.  He was sentenced to twenty years.

For two more weeks Gene remained in the cage with the other
fourteen men and suffered the indignity of no bathing, no change of
clothing, foul dried animal feed to eat and moving his bowels along
with fourteen other men into a hole in the concrete slab that
smelled so badly that some of the men had tied a strip of cloth
around their faces that they soaked with water from the dripping
spigot.

Near the end of the third week in captivity, the guards came for
him again and brought him to a different office, a larger
room.  Inside there were several men, all in uniform, seated
behind a metal table with papers in front of them, and standing
before them with his back to Gene was Tom.  On the wall behind
the men, facing him, was a picture of Fidel Castro.  They
moved him into position alongside Tom, but they asked him no
questions, and gave him no opportunity to tell them what had
happened or to plead for mercy.

They didn’t even look at him, conversing among themselves in
Spanish, until the man in the middle, apparently the one in charge
said brusquely in very good English, “Your friend here has admitted
that he was the pilot and that you were simply a passenger although
we do not believe you were on a pleasure flight because we found no
suitcases in the wreckage.  Your statement to our chief
interrogator, however, corroborates his story.   We
accept his statement of responsibility and we sentence him to eight
years for illegal over flight, violation of Cuba’s airspace and
illegal entry.  You have been sentenced to three years for
illegal entry.  We do not appreciate having intruders land on
our soil in their efforts to reach Colombia to carry out their
dirty drug deals.  Fortunately for both of you there were no
drugs on board, otherwise your sentences would be much more
severe.  You will be able to contact your families next
month.”   That was it.  No trial, no lawyers, no
judges, no evidence, no statements from him.  “You have been
sentenced to three years.”  That’s all.  Whatever
proceedings there may have been had already taken place somewhere
else, and this was, so to speak, just the verdict.

They allowed Tom to pick up the pile of belongings that was
rolled into his canvas bedding and marched both of them back to the
cell where Gene had spent the past three weeks. Once the guards had
left, the two of them talked for hours about what had happened to
each other during the three weeks they had been in separate
cells.  Tom told him that the one he was in was called “el
baño” because of the amount of water that leaked into it when it
rained.  He also said that he had heard that the present
arrangement was only temporary because the American prisoners were
usually all housed in a separate wing of the prison and there were
quite a few of them.  Maybe the conditions would be better
there.  They certainly couldn’t be any worse.

“I managed to smuggle out two notes with a visitor who had come
to see one of the other men,” Tom told him.  “This woman came
from Miami to visit her husband and she said she’d mail my notes
when she got back there.”

“Who did you send them to?”

“I sent one to my mother and one to Ginny.”

“What did you say in them?”

“I told about what had happened, where we are and that we were
both all right.  I told my mom who to contact, including a
lawyer for my company, and maybe we stand a chance once he gets
something started.”

When they had run out of talk they each lay back on their canvas
mat and tried to get some sleep.  In the darkness he heard Tom
say “I have faith that we’ll get out of this and that the Good Lord
will see to it that we’re going to be free.”  To which Gene
responded with, “I hope you’re right, but I don’t see how He’s
going to pull it off.”

“The Lord works in mysterious ways,” said Tom and Gene sat up in
the dark hissing, “Do you hear what you’re saying?  If He
wants us out of here, why’d He put us in here in the first
place?”

“Well, He could be testing us, to see if our faith is strong, or
He could be trying to get us to see that our lives were going down
the wrong path.”  Gene was having a hard time keeping calm,
but couldn’t resist engaging Tom in a debate even in the darkness
of a concrete cell in Cuba.  “You say He’s ‘testing’ us. 
That means to me that He wants to see what we do or find out what
decisions we’ll make, but you claim He knows all, He’s omniscient,
so He already knows how we’re gonna behave in this situation. 
What’s He trying to find out that He doesn’t already know?” 
By now Gene’s voice was loud enough to waken some of the other
inmates most of whom were not interested in philosophy and began
muttering, “Madre de Dios, cierran usteds sus bocas.”  Loosly
translated, “Shut up you two.”

The next morning Gene couldn’t resist pursuing the point to some
resolution.  “Look Tom, It seems as if you believe in what
you’re saying, although honestly I’m having a hard time believing
it’s the same Tom I’ve known for eight years as a guy who’s slapped
women around, screwed some of his friend’s wives and, well, let’s
not even talk about why we’re here.  When did this big
transformation begin?”

“It began when The Lord spared my life in the crash. There’s no
way we could have survived it if He hadn’t reached out his hand and
guided the plane through the trees and kept it from
exploding.  With all that fuel on board, only a miracle can
explain why the plane didn’t blow up.”

“So you’re telling me that a hand came out of the sky and got
underneath the fuselage and threaded it through the tree
trunks.”

“Well, something like that.”

“That is so unbelievable I don’t even want listen to you say
it.  Why isn’t that same hand extended when commercial
airliners are going down?  And anyway, why are you so fucking
arrogant to think that God wanted to spare you out of all the
millions of people who are begging to be spared all around the
world right at this moment, or at the same moment your plane was
heading for the trees?  Do me a favor, and either make sense
or keep your prayers and superstitions to yourself, because I don’t
want to bother trying to refute absolute nonsense!”  Gene was
so mad right then that he wanted to scream at Tom, but he had
already said enough.

Tom had been having religious conversations with a few other
prisoners, but the language barrier made it difficult to get a real
prayer group going, so their Bible study was limited to a few
moments of verbal exchanges like “Gracias a Dios” and “Vamos a
suplicar.”  The more Gene thought about it, the angrier he
got.

It is not possible to describe the feeling of helplessness Gene
felt with the awareness that he was in a prison in a country that
has no semblance of civil rights or liberties as he had come to
take them for granted in America.  Gene was not politically
minded at all, but he appreciated for the first time in his life
what it meant to be a citizen of a country where the law was
written to protect the individual rather than to give unlimited
power to its leaders.  The firsthand lesson in civics that he
was receiving now was the most painful way imaginable of obtaining
an education, and he didn’t believe he could survive here,
especially with no contact allowed with Ginny for at least another
month.  She must think he was dead.  He hoped Tom’s
letters would get through.  Meanwhile it was harder to tell if
he was more depressed or more angry but it didn’t matter since both
emotions were at greater intensities than he had ever believed were
possible.

He looked over to Tom lying ten feet away from him, sleeping
soundly as he always had had the knack of doing anywhere, and felt
a rush of sympathy because of the severity of the sentence they had
dealt to him in comparison with his own.  Above all he felt
guilty for tearing into his friend’s belief system so viciously,
but he had done it for two reasons, the main one being that he
simply didn’t believe all that crap, but also because of Tom’s
obvious hypocrisy.  It was a jailhouse conversion, (or a
treetop one) if ever there was one, and Gene had had a front row
seat to the performance.  What were people like Tom so
terrified of that in order to avoid it they were willing to suspend
their credulity and powers of reason?

He was just as afraid as Tom was, but he wasn’t about to abandon
common sense and start babbling to some invisible phantom about
forgiveness and salvation.  If he survived he survived, and if
he didn’t then tough shit.  That’s how the hand was dealt and
he’d be damned if he would concede the one thing he had control
over in this world and that was his own mind and his ability to use
it.  And even if at some point he were to become so anguished
that out of desperation he were to beg God for help, what would
that prove?  That God existed or that humans are fragile and
will clutch at any hope when the pain of living becomes
overwhelming?  What kind of tyrannical and depraved God would
obtain satisfaction from the abject surrender of a totally
destroyed and spiritless person—a spiritual destruction that He had
caused in the first place?

After he and Tom had been there for another two weeks, the
guards moved both of them to a different section of the prison
where only Americans were kept.  There were twenty-seven of
them, all held for different reasons and serving varying
sentences.  He and Tom and a third prisoner, John Crawford
were placed into a seven-by-twelve-foot cell with a three-tiered
bunk that had been made in the Soviet Union and bore a stamp in the
metal frame with the words “npoAYKT COBETCKNN.”  Two or three
times a week they were allowed outside in the yard for an hour and
a half to exercise and to get some sunlight.  The food
consisted mainly of a processed form of milk intended to be used as
animal feed and some rice that still contained sand and pebbles, so
teeth were easily broken if care wasn’t taken chewing it.  It
was as bad as Hollywood had ever portrayed foreign prisons in their
films.

They learned from the “long-term-guys” that it was very
difficult to get mail out of the prison, but incoming mail,
although slow and censored, was allowed more frequently.  The
explanation was that the Cubans didn’t want much information about
their treatment of prisoners to get out to the rest of the world,
and they could always maintain that the paucity of outgoing mail
was because the prisoners didn’t have much to say.  The
incoming mail was harder to control, since it was usually brought
from the United States Interest Section or USINT office by a
low-level diplomat from the American Interest section of the Swiss
embassy, and the quantity was officially known.

The emissary, who was neither enthusiastic nor capable of
dealing with political prisoners did his job perfunctorily at best,
and the prisoners resented his attitude, but looked forward to his
visits anyway because at least he was a contact they had with the
outside world.  He sometimes brought along the occasional
visitor whenever such arrangements had been made with the Cuban
Government, and it was during those visits that notes were
clandestinely collected from the other prisoners and mailed to the
respective families once the visitor was back in the States.

Gene was hoping to get one of them to carry a message to Ginny,
who by now either believed him to be dead or had received the note
from Tom.  If it had not reached her she would have every
reason to be convinced that he was dead.
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Chapter 19

THE LETTER FROM MIAMI

 

After the first three weeks Ginny began to give up hope. 
Gene and Tom had literally disappeared from the face of the
earth.  Everyone thought that they had probably crashed in
some remote area, or even off the Florida coast, and she had filed
missing persons reports with the New York City Police and had
telephoned the Miami Police and filed a report with them too. 
She also had contacted the Federal Aviation Administration in hopes
of tracking the plane, but although Tom had filed a flight plan
from Teterboro to Miami, he obviously had not done so for the trip
to Colombia.  She made dozens of phone calls to airports that
she knew they occasionally flew to and also to friends in Tom’s
flying circle, but no one knew where they were or where they had
been. There was not a single clue after Gene’s call from Miami,
obviously, so the trail ended there.

Monday, May 9, 1978, as she had done every day except Sundays
for three weeks, she opened the mailbox in the lobby on her way
home from work and noticed an envelope postmarked “Miami, FL” It
was dirty and bulged from something thick inside.  In the
elevator on the way up to her apartment she frantically tore it
open, and read in a foreign-looking scrawl, “Dear Mrs. Geminni, My
husband is a prisoner in El Combinado del Este in Havana,
Cuba.  Last week I visited him and he passed me this to mail
to you when I got home.”  It was another envelope, folded in
half with nothing written on it.  She opened the second
envelope, and inside was a single sheet of coarse toilet
paper.  On it, in tiny, painstakingly neat printing in ink, it
read, “Greetings from Hell” and it was from Tom.

Tom wrote that they had crash landed the plane in Cuba after
both engines had quit.  Neither of them was hurt but they were
being held for violating Cuba’s airspace and illegal entry, in a
place called “Combinado del Este.”  He had no idea how long
they would be there but he was optimistic.  She would probably
be hearing from Gene, but not to worry if she didn’t.  Mail
was infrequently allowed from here, and, he didn’t know if she
would receive any from Gene.   They were not in the same
section of the prison because as the pilot he was considered to be
the more guilty one, and he was being kept in a separate
location.  She should contact the State Department and try to
get them to aid in obtaining visiting privileges.

By the time she finished scrutinizing that scrap of toilet paper
she had almost fainted.  Her head was spinning and her heart
was pounding against the walls of her chest.  It was without a
doubt the greatest shock she had ever received in a letter. 
She slumped into a chair and tried to think of what to do
next.  She decided to call the United States Department of
State in Washington, D.C.  Although the people she managed to
speak to after dozens of futile telephone calls to receptionists
and other clerical personnel were sympathetic, not one held out
much hope of anything.  Through an office called the United
States Interests Section she did manage to get information that she
gave to the attorney her boss had provided for her.  She
forced herself to think about the one most important factor, and
that was that he was alive, and there was now some hope she would
see him again!

Ginny worked for Harold Silverstein, a wealthy New York
businessman, who had an office uptown in the Galleria building and
he and his wife had given Ginny a great deal of support and
encouragement during this ordeal.    He had given
his own attorney instructions to aid Ginny in any way he could, and
to provide her with full legal advice and investigative resources
at Silverstein’s own expense, but the U.S. State Department was not
very enthusiastic about dealing with Cuba or involving itself with
Americans who they believed were probably part of the Colombia drug
trade.  All of Ginny’s pleading to the officials that she
managed to speak to could not convince them that her professor
husband was just on a pleasure flight or business trip with a
friend.  Deep down inside, she couldn’t really believe it
herself since Gene had made no mention of where they were going
other than Miami.  Why were they ninety miles out over the
Straits of Florida?  She knew that he was extremely fond of
flying, even skipping classes once in a while to take someone up
for a ride, but she couldn’t imagine why he would have wanted to
fly over the ocean, to say nothing of Cuba.  Is it really
possible that he was on a drug carrying mission with Tom?  Did
he love to fly that much?

Following up on Tom’s letter, Ginny had learned more about the
agency called the United States Interests Section (USINT) in
Havana.  Housed in a building that was formerly the United
States Embassy, it was the only official United States presence in
Cuba and was mediated by the Swiss government for the purposes of
communication, as feeble as it was, between the United Sates and
Communist Cuba.  It represented the solitary hope of making
contact with or visiting Gene.

Although the lot of the American prisoners was somewhat better
than the others, it was far worse than even the worst of American
prisons.  When Gene had visited his brother in Dannemora seven
years ago, he had learned from that brief experience and his
brother’s vivid descriptions, that life in prison was physically
and mentally debilitating.  Life in El Combinado del Este was
a completely different ball game by an order of magnitude, as
mathematicians love to say.   He wasn’t sure he could
survive it for three years.

Most of the prisoners talked about how they felt that Jimmy
Carter, then president of the United States, was too soft on
Communism in general and Castro in particular for them to benefit
from any American pressure to have their lives improved.  In
fact, they were hoping that Ronald Reagan would become president in
hopes that American policy would become more aggressive on their
behalf.

But harshness aside, the activity that Gene had the least
tolerance for was when almost all of the prisoners gathered
together on Sunday mornings and held a prayer service with Tom
acting as the preacher. Several of them had managed to obtain
Bibles and after they had been there for a few days, Tom had asked
to borrow one.   Gene observed him reading it for long
periods of time during which he periodically closed his eyes in
prayer and then Tom would hold it out before them and go into long
winded readings and prayers that were beyond Gene’s
comprehension.   As he lay back in his corner watching
and listening he realized that what was going on here was a
microcosm of how it was in all of America and he suddenly felt
doubly alone, not only because he was a prisoner but also because
he was a non-believer.  Gene was astounded every time he
watched Tom pray.  This was the same Tom who not only was a
womanizer, but an abusive one.  He had physically injured at
least two of the women that Gene had known about personally, and
had had affairs with several married women, including one of Gene’s
colleagues, as well.  And what about the reason they were in
this place to begin with?  It was drugs and their
transportation which many would consider to be one of the most
immoral activities one could engage in.  That last thought was
not lost on Gene who was well aware of his own moral failure in
agreeing to go along with Tom.

The conditions were brutal here in El Combinado, and not likely
to improve and at first Gene figured that Tom was trying to pass
the time in some form of meditation in order to escape from the
physical pain of starvation, filth and illness as well as the
mental anguish of their hopeless position.  Gene often cried
quietly at night and berated himself with anger and self-loathing
for having brought this upon himself and those he loved, but he was
never able to say or think anything that resembled a prayer, either
aloud or silently no matter how strong the terror that gripped him
or how deep the despair.  He was shocked, therefore, when Tom
asked him one evening as they lay on the concrete slab rereading
the few out-of-date and mutilated magazines that prisoners shared
in order to keep their minds from deteriorating into the apathy
that preceded psychological collapse, “Gene why don’t you pray with
me?”

“What do you mean, ‘pray with you?’”

“I’ve told Jesus Christ that I accept him as my personal savior
and I feel a lot better already. Why don’t you give it a try? 
Have you thought about it?   Come on and join me; I
believe He’s gonna deliver us from this place.”   Tom
held out the book.

“How’s He gonna deliver us, by U.P.S.?  What the hell do
you mean ‘deliver?’” Gene could feel the anger rising in his
voice.  “Since when did you become a believer?”

“I’ve always been a Christian.  My parents were
missionaries and my father still has his ministry in Ferndale.”

“Well, you certainly never gave me that impression—not in
the  way you treated Christy or Sally.  I never even
heard you mention Jesus in the eight years that I know you.”

“I know, and I repent that.  I pray to Jesus every night
and day and beg His forgiveness for all my past sins, and I know He
loves me and will forgive.  He would do the same for you if
you’ll only ask Him.”

Gene thought for a few seconds about this request and asked in
as serious a tone as possible in the face of Tom’s ludicrous
transformation, “If two of us pray, does that increase the odds in
our favor?  Will Jesus be more likely to hear us and answer if
we double the volume?”  Tom didn’t answer directly but instead
quoted from the Bible, “For this thing I besought the Lord thrice,
that it might depart from me.  II Corinthians 12:8” To which
Gene snapped, “Go ahead and pray all you want, but if God answers
you be sure to tell me what he said.”  He turned over on his
canvas mat and closed his eyes.  Gene felt sorry for his
sharpness and insulting tone toward Tom; after all, if this was
sustaining him, why try to undermine that.  He wished he had
something to give to himself that would provide strength, but felt
revulsion at the thought of turning to religion.  He promised
to try to be more tolerant of Tom even though he couldn’t go along
with what he considered to be foolish superstition.

Tom would let a day or two pass before making reference to
prayer again, but it had become difficult for Gene to ignore his
frequent involvement in reading the Bible or praying.  At
times, Gene wondered why he couldn’t be like the others and get
something out of this belief system that has provided the basic
philosophical structure of western society for two thousand
years.  “What’s wrong with me that I think that my logic is
superior to some of the greatest minds that mankind has
produced?”  But he knew that that was the wrong question,
because some other great minds were in the same mode of thought as
his.  Scientists and scientific thinkers like Isaac Asimov and
Carl Sagan thought the same way as he did and he would bet that if
they were in this position they would resist praying as
well.   But of course, people like them wouldn’t be in
this position to begin with, because they would have been raised in
good homes with good values and would have resisted the temptation
to get involved in an illegal activity like running drugs.

Was he blaming his father again for his own stupid
choices?  It sure was starting to sound like it.  How
long was he going to try to avoid taking the responsibility for his
adult behavior?  It’s time to stop thinking of where Victor
had failed him and begin recognizing the truth.  He had not
disciplined himself to think clearly in ambiguous situations, and
impulse control still remained his chief obstacle to a stable
emotional life.  If he ever got out of this mess, that would
have to change.  It was impulse control that had failed him in
the elevator and had nearly cost him his freedom and life
then.  The same was true of his confrontation with the Dean of
Education, although it had involved the potential loss of something
less crucial than life and freedom, but as he grudgingly admitted
to himself, that one had paid off.  Maybe that was the
problem.  His inappropriate behavior had been reinforcing—too
often—and  in simple behavioral terms he was more likely to
repeat them because of their successful outcomes.

The next time Tom mentioned God was after reading a letter from
his mother that was full of references to faith in God and the
belief that prayer would bring him home to them.

He looked up at Gene and said, “Read this and you’ll see what
I’m talking about.”  Gene took the letter and read: “Dear Son,
I want you to know that regardless of what happens I pray for you
to rely on the promises of God’s word and receive complete peace of
mind, and look forward to the future.  As Romans 8:18 says
‘For I reckon that the sufferings we now endure bear no comparison
with the splendor, as yet unrevealed, which is in store for
us.’   Love, Mom”

Well, it was obvious.  They lived in an entirely different
world from his and there was no possibility of him ever
understanding the ground rules of a system like that.  His
best strategy would be to avoid the subject whenever possible.

Early in July, the regular emissary was replaced by a woman,
Nancy Jensen, who improved the communication between the prisoners
and their families.  She was empathetic and took time to speak
to any prisoner who requested her assistance.  She also took
notes of the things they told her and tried to relay the
information back home.  It was on her first official visit
that she told Gene that she had received word that there was a good
chance Ginny would be coming later that month and his spirits
soared when he realized that maybe he was going to see her. 
It had now been thirteen weeks since he had left New York
City.  For the next few weeks, Gene vacillated between
euphoria at the thought of seeing her and doubts that she was
actually going to be allowed to visit him.  He had no way of
being sure until she walked into the room and he was allowed to
touch her; and who knew when that would be, or if it would be.

By the end of July, Ginny’s visit had been arranged, and after
days of phone calls, travel arrangements and legal paper work to
obtain a Cuban visa, she flew to Miami and from there was allowed
to get a private flight to Havana.  In Havana, she was met by
a representative of the USINT who took her in a diplomatic vehicle
to the outskirts of Havana and into the countryside where the
notorious prison was located.   It looked exactly as she
had expected with barbed wire and dozens of armed soldiers
patrolling the perimeter.  Once inside, she was treated
politely and left alone in a small meeting room where she was told
they would soon bring her husband.  For several minutes she
sat there in shock, but hopeful too, about finally seeing the
person she loved more than anything in the world.  She was
also very angry at him.  Angry because it was becoming
apparent that there may have been an illegal motive to their
flight, but she had to hear it from Gene before she would believe
it.  When they brought him into the room, there was an instant
of total disconnection with reality for her. 

All the previous unpleasant experiences of her life had, more or
less, fit into a coherent context.  Disappointments,
illnesses, deaths of friends or family members, hard as they were
to deal with, nevertheless made some sense, perceptually,
emotionally and cognitively.  Even Gene’s telephone call from
the jail in Wurtsboro so many years ago was a plausible
occurrence.  What she was facing now, however, was bizarre,
and had no connection to anything in her past experiences, not the
sight of his emaciated face, the filthy clothes he wore or the
surroundings they were in.  This resembled a flight from
reality that was like a psychotic state, and for a moment she
wondered if she was hallucinating.

The meeting was alternately tearful and urgent.  Gene
admitted to her that they were headed for Colombia, but that the
Cubans couldn’t have known that since they had not yet been there
and had nothing incriminating on board.  It was all conjecture
on their part; anyone flying over their island was ipso facto a
drug smuggler or a spy, and there was no legal process that would
make any difference to them or how they treated the captives.
 Abruptly cutting off the talk about why he was there, Gene
wanted her to know that he had obtained information from some of
the inmates that it was possible for her to get him out of there
with bribery.  Some fellow prisoners had told him that there
was a contact in Miami who could get Americans (who could afford
it) out of this place and it had been done several times while they
had been there.  It required a huge sum of money to pay off
the long chain of accomplices and the total figure was unknown to
them.

What they did seem to know was that the person to contact was
named   Miguel Montaro, an attorney in Miami who was
reputed to be connected with the Medellin Cartel in Bogota. 
He asked her to contact him as soon as she got back to Miami before
heading home, and if it was possible, he was sure she would have to
see Montaro in person.  He had discussed it with Tom, but Tom
had told him that his parents and “his associates” were working on
his release and otherwise didn’t seem to be interested.

They were allowed an hour’s visit and the time flew before she
had any chance to tell him about her gallery exhibit and anything
else about her professional life, which at the moment was on hold
because she was unable to concentrate on anything that resembled
creativity.  Once again, her own direction and pursuits were
on the back burner because of a pressing priority of Gene’s. 
And she had to admit, there was nothing more urgent than the
business before her as she headed back to Miami at noon.

At the Miami Airport she looked in the Dade County directory
for   Miguel Montaro, Attorney at Law, dialed the number
and after some persuasion, convinced the secretary who answered
that she had to see him in person that afternoon.  The
earliest that Mr. Montaro could see her was at four o’clock and an
appointment was set for that time.  In the three hours she had
to kill, she rented a car and drove to a restaurant in the
neighborhood called “Little Havana” an area where many Cubans lived
and did business, and where the lawyer’s office was located. 
In the restaurant she went to a phone booth and called Mikey who
had been waiting anxiously to hear from her.  She told him
about the possibility of getting his brother released by bribing
the appropriate parties, and not only did the process appeal to
Mikey’s devious inclinations, he offered to help her raise the
money, “Whatever it costs,” he emphasized.

 Miguel Montaro had left Cuba shortly after his twenty-
fifth birthday in 1957.  The country was involved in a
turbulent revolution led by the young rebel leader who had come
down from the Sierra Maestra Mountains along with his communist
comrades to wrest control of the country from Fulgencio
Batista.  Since   Miguel was an entrepreneur at
heart, he didn’t want to stick around in an atmosphere that was no
longer hospitable to Batista’s form of capitalism and which would
not be tolerated by Fidel Castro.  So he hopped a fishing
trawler to Miami, enrolled in school and went on to become one of
Florida’s more successful Cuban émigrés.  He had managed to
get his closest family members, his parents and two sisters, to
come to Miami to begin new lives but he still continued to send
money to those who chose to remain in the homeland.  One of
the most important things he learned was that American law made it
easy for people with quick minds and enthusiasm for hard work to
become rich.  By the time he was forty he had helped dozens of
Miami based racketeers to avoid prison cells and at worst got them
light sentences for which he was handsomely rewarded.  He
understood the Cuban people well and knew the harsh conditions that
most of them lived under and was aware that among any given group
it was always possible to find someone who would take a risk in
order to earn some money to make life a little easier.  This
understanding was the mechanism by which he reached into the
corrupt prison system of his native country and was able to locate
the individuals who were open to offers.

Montaro was very circumspect.  “Why is your husband
imprisoned in Combinado del Este?”  She told him all she knew
about the case and he never gave any indication that bribery was
the method of choice for getting him released.  All he would
say was that “It is a very time-consuming procedure that will be
expensive.  What was his occupation?”

He continued questioning and Ginny outlined Gene’s professional
career so as to leave no doubt about his totally respectable and
legitimate standing in this country.  He was without doubt,
not involved in any drug transaction.  “There’s no way he was
doing anything but flying to the Bahamas with a friend he trusted,
and there was no evidence that his friend had anything illegal in
mind.”

Miguel Montaro knew that if there was to be any chance of
arranging a bribed release, there had to be no possibility that the
prisoner involved was someone who was actually guilty of the crime
he was charged with.  If the Cubans had no physical evidence
of her husband’s guilt; drugs found in the plane, for example, he
would consider taking the case, because there was a high government
official involved in the chain who would have to provide
documentation to the person in charge of the prison who was also
involved and they were never amenable if there was any physical
evidence to support the charges.  In addition, there were
several of the guards who had to be in on the deal, and there were
people on the outside who had to be well-paid, and other people in
Miami, not to mention   Miguel Montaro and his
associates.

It all had to appear as if this was a routine transfer out of
Combinado del Este to some other facility.  The fee would be
one hundred thousand dollars, in cash, in advance, and there were
no guarantees.  If she decided to go ahead, she was not to
contact him again but rather, contact a man named “Rubén” and he
wrote down a phone number.  “Do not tell him who told you to
call him, say only that you are interested in … ” and he
paused and wrote these words on a slip of paper as he spoke them,
“Juventud, divino, Tesoro.’  Don’t worry about your
accent.”

As she was leaving his office, Ginny told Montaro that she
wasn’t sure she could do this herself, and would it be all right
for Gene’s brother to handle it.  She was physically and
emotionally depleted by this ordeal, and   Miguel said
that it would be, but that to be sure to tell Gene’s brother that
Rubén could be very vengeful if he was angered.  There was no
question in Ginny’s mind, that if they went ahead with the scheme
they’d better be ready to forget about ever trying to become
crusaders against Castro’s prison system, or else they might hear
from “Rubén.”

When she got to her apartment in Manhattan, she called Mikey at
his office and told him everything that had happened, including
what the cost was going to be.  He agreed to be the contact
with Rubén, in fact he was eager to do it, and arranged to meet her
the following evening in their apartment to work out the
details.  Ginny spent a restless night, not only because of
the situation that Gene was in but also because of the new level of
anxiety that was introduced by having to work with obvious
criminals.  The picture of a clandestine meeting between her
brother-in-law, whom she really had always cared about as if he
were her own kid brother, and a bunch of international thugs
frightened her.

The following day, she went to her office undecided whether or
not to confide in her boss about the events following her visit to
Cuba.   Harold had not only given her the time off, but
had paid for her airfare and the charter flight to Havana, and was
being very supportive.  But did she dare tell anyone else
other than Mikey?  She decided to wait and told Harold only
about the visit, mentioning nothing about   Miguel
Montaro.

When Mikey heard about Gene’s plight, his first reaction was to
call in some “heavy equipment,” meaning strong arm guys with
weapons, which of course would be absurd given the international
aspects of the situation.  Mikey knew nothing about
international politics and read the newspapers only for information
about sports and stories about crime and the law.  When he
calmed down and Ginny told him about the meeting with the attorney,
Mikey immediately got on the phone to someone he knew in
Miami.  Mikey had a home down there, and his wife, Rosa, lived
there most of the time and flew up to New York for frequent long
weekend visits.  He knew that the only things that might work
in this situation were money and connections, and he had access to
both.

Within a few hours he had spoken to an “office” in Miami where
he had a contact and soon he had obtained information about
Rubén.   Rubén was a “wise guy” meaning well-connected
high up in the crime hierarchy and was associated with a family
named “Los Gallegos.”  Mikey would go to see him with a
first-rate recommendation from Mitch Golden, a wise guy he was
close to in New York, which would provide him with two things;
first they would not get ripped off, and second, if the deal was
agreed on, they would get a “corporate discount.”

That night, the downstairs intercom buzzed, and Ernest the
doorman announced, “Mikey is here,” and she told him that it was
okay to let him come in.  A few minutes later her doorbell
rang and Mikey walked in with another guy she had seen him with
once but didn’t really know.  They were each carrying a brown
paper shopping bag with cardboard handles and they set them down on
the kitchen counter as Mikey introduced his partner Bernie. 
She recognized him as someone who had come over to their table when
they had had dinner in a small restaurant with Mikey and Rosa about
a year ago.  She didn’t know that Bernie was his partner
although in Mikey’s business “partner” could have many different
meanings.

She offered them Scotch, and as she was fixing the drinks, Mikey
dumped each of the brown paper bags onto the counter.  “Here’s
the bail money” he said without cracking a smile as Ginny watched
one thousand hundred-dollar-bills tumble onto the Formica.  If
the situation were not so serious, she would have burst into
laughter as the bills, some of them wrapped in paper bands and some
of them loose, covered most of the space on the counter that
separated the kitchen from the dining area of the small studio
apartment.  “Let’s count it out and make sure it’s all here,”
Mikey said, “and no sticky fingers, Ginny.”  They were like
brother and sister and often teased each other, but their affection
was deep going back to days when they were adolescents growing up
in the Bronx.

She knew better than to ask where it had come from, because
Mikey’s business was illegal and usually not a topic for
discussion.  Nor did she ask how she would ever pay him
back.  She’d leave that up to the brothers to work out. 
“When are you going to meet Rubén?  Did he give you any idea
about where you were supposed to take the money?  Are you
going alone?”   She was extremely anxious over Mikey’s
safety and was talking out of nervousness as much as curiosity as
she peppered him with questions.  After nodding occasionally
and grunting once or twice, Mikey tossed back his second shot of
Chivas Regal, put his arm around her shoulder and kissed her on the
cheek saying,  “Ginny, don’t worry, I’ll handle it.”

Mikey was thinking about the many ironies in this situation and
gallantly restrained himself from mentioning them to
Ginny.   Mikey, now on the outside was in a position to
return the favor of seven years ago when he was on the inside and
Gene had gotten him out of prison.  Only there were some major
differences.  Whereas he accepted the fact that his own
incarceration was deserved and his release was obtained by legal
means, Gene’s was apparently undeserved and his release, if it took
place at all was going to be decidedly illegal and probably very
dangerous.
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Chapter 20

THE NAVIGATOR

By August Gene was sinking more deeply into depression and he
and the other prisoners had witnessed many acts of unbelievable
cruelty to the inmates who were not Americans.  One day in the
yard, eight soldiers marched a Cuban who was clad in rags to a wall
on the far side of the compound about two hundred feet from where
the Americans were sitting in the sun or exercising.  
The hapless man had been blindfolded and the soldiers had placed
him with his back up against the concrete block wall.  The man
was crying as seven of the soldiers lined up about twenty feet away
from him, and the eighth man, a captain who led them, yelled
“Preparados!”  The seven raised their rifles to port arms and
the captain then commanded, “Apunten!”  The Americans by now
were frozen with astonishment and stared incredulously as the squad
aimed at the sobbing man.  When the leader shouted “Fuego!” a
deafening blast erupted from the seven rifles and the shocked
Americans jumped to their feet shouting angrily in unison at what
had just occurred before their eyes.

Then the soldiers and the captain burst into laughter as the
bewildered Cuban, unhurt, stumbled around under his blindfold
beseeching someone to help him.  The rifles had contained
blanks, and it was all just some fun and games for the captors who
had a particular grudge against this unfortunate man and were
merely giving him something to think about.  Although the
Cubans treated the American prisoners badly, there was a level
beyond which they did not go as they did with their own
compatriots.  But by carrying out the most inhuman of their
misdeeds in view of the Americans, they managed to accomplish
almost as much torture as if they had perpetrated the acts on the
Gringos themselves.  In a way it convinced the Americans that
they could be the next victims if the authorities had that
inclination, and it kept them in constant terror for their
lives.

On another occasion when they were in the yard, two men appeared
on the roof of a five-story building nearby, and without any
warning, they shouted “Viva Cuba Libre!” and leaped to their deaths
to the concrete below.  Unlike the previous atrocity, there
was no laughter and reprieve, no implication of “OOPS!  Only
kidding guys.”  Instead there were deposited on the prison
yard’s concrete floor two bloody and crumpled heaps, remains of
what had once been human beings, which were later callously thrown
into the back of a pickup and taken away for burial.  
These incidents were not uncommon, and not extraordinary by the
standards of Combinado del Este and Gene knew he could not endure
these conditions if he had to serve his entire three-year
sentence.  His only hope was that Ginny would be successful in
what seemed to be as long a shot as he could imagine, and obtain
his release sooner; and he wasn’t even sure he could endure
that.

On October tenth, the day before the sixth month of his
captivity, three days short of their twenty-eight wedding
anniversary, and a week before his forty-ninth birthday, Gene heard
two guards come to the cell late in the evening—it  must have
been close to midnight—and  one called out “Geminni, vamos”
and they unlocked the steel door.  Gene stumbled to his feet
and painfully slipped into his rotten shoes which were tied with
the last scraps of shoelaces that remained after six months of
daily use in mud, on the concrete floor, and the attempts by rats
to have them for late night snacks.   Tom was sleeping
soundly as they marched Gene down the long corridor and out to the
back entrance of the yard where trucks that were carrying supplies
and removing trash entered and departed the prison
compound.   He wondered if he would ever see Tom
again.  An old Volkswagen bus painted in camouflage and unlit
sat just outside the barbed wire and when Gene and the two guards
appeared, the door of the bus opened and two other military
personnel shoved him inside.  “Where are you taking me,” he
asked timidly and the answer came back, “Silencio!”

The van rumbled over a rough road angling always downhill, and
it soon became apparent they were headed toward the beach.  On
an island the size of Cuba, the water was never much more than a
twenty minute drive anywhere along the coastal plain away from the
mountains.  In a few minutes, only fifty yards ahead, Gene
could see the water glisten and heard the soft lapping of a gentle
surf, and he knew they were at the ocean.

The night was warm and clear and with a rising gibbous moon, it
was easy to see ahead to the shoreline.   The van came to
a stop on a small graveled area about twenty-five feet from the
water’s edge and in the moonlight Gene saw a small boat with an
outboard motor idling about the same distance offshore.  There
was only one person aboard, and the soldiers instructed him to wade
out to the boat by gesturing and repeating “Vamos!
Vamos!”   The water was warm and felt pleasant on his
legs and waist, and after he had climbed in over the side while the
man had leaned over to balance the weight on the opposite side, the
outboard instantly revved up and sped directly out toward the open
sea.  The operator of the boat didn’t even look at him, much
less speak, so Gene sat quietly in the bottom of the aluminum hull
and hoped that this wasn’t one of the cruel games the guards
frequently played with prisoners.  What the Hell else could it
be though?   If they wanted to subject him to mental
torture like the guy they had staged a mock execution with, they
wouldn’t have taken him out of the prison to do it.  Neither
were the Cubans just taking him for a moonlight recreational
swim.

Gene didn’t dare to speak and he could only continue hoping that
this was part of his release plan that had been arranged
by   Miguel Montaro, so for the next ten minutes he just
sat and watched the man, apparently a fisherman, as he headed for
what Gene assumed would be a rendezvous with a larger craft where
he would be taken aboard for his return to Florida.  Fear of
disappointment prevented him from allowing his thoughts to focus on
everything he desperately wanted now, so he kept a watchful
expectancy in the forefront as the tiny hull slapped over the
slight chop on the waters along the north coast of Cuba.  Gene
could see that the boat was loaded with four five-gallon jerry jugs
that must have contained gasoline and also a five-gallon water
cooler.  There were also two red life jackets aboard, and for
a moment Gene thought that they might actually be heading across
the Florida Straits.

He found it hard to believe he was going to be taken to the
United States mainland in an open runabout that was no more than
fifteen feet long with an outboard motor.  The nearest
landfall was Key West, ninety miles away, and although people had
escaped from Cuba in far less seaworthy vessels than this one,
including inner tubes, he hoped that this was not to be the
case.  He scanned the clear starlit sky and immediately
spotted the Big Dipper low on the northern horizon and followed the
two familiar pointer stars, Merak and Dubhe, to Polaris.  His
love of astronomy over all those years had finally offered the
first practical payoff he’d ever gained from the knowledge he had
of the celestial sphere.  There was no question about
it.  They were heading slightly west of due north, right for
the Florida Keys.

The waters between Cuba and the United States, although part of
the Atlantic Ocean are technically called the Straits of
Florida.  Here, in the summer, it can be very calm, and unless
a thunderstorm or other weather disturbance occurred, a crossing in
a small boat can be quite easy, like the passage across a huge
lake.   On the other hand, if conditions became stormy,
even ocean going sailboats could have a rough time of it,
especially in the Gulf Stream where the northeastward moving
current, called the Florida Current, between Cuba and The Florida
Keys sometimes becomes a maelstrom.

One of the great ocean streams on the planet, the Gulf Stream
originates in the Gulf of Mexico and flows eastward between Cuba
and Florida and then generally northward on up the east coast of
the United States.  Its warm waters reach temperatures into
the mid-eighties in late summer along the Florida coast and its
flow provides a significant speed increase to vessels moving in its
embrace.

Gene knew from experience he had had with boats that a runabout
like this one might possibly motor at close to twenty miles an hour
at full throttle if it were traveling with the Gulf Stream. 
But at this latitude they would be crossing it instead of moving
with it, and would have to take into account the drift to the east
by angling slightly westward.  It required good navigational
skills to maintain course without electronic aids in a small skiff,
but with no rough seas or adverse wind conditions they could
conceivably make Key West in five or six hours IF this guy knew
what he was doing, and IF the motor was in good condition, and
IF …

The “ifs” were almost uncountable but meanwhile the helmsman
said nothing and continued on his course. Gene wondered if that was
the plan and after about twenty minutes, he could contain himself
no longer and asked, “Señor, donde vamos?”  He had learned
some Spanish in high school and picked up some more in the three
months in prison.  It was a very straightforward question
using a simple grammatical construction, “Mister, where are we
going?”

“Los Estados Unidos.  Por la manana estaremos en
Marathon.”  He could hardly believe it.  They were going
to cross over a hundred miles of ocean in this flimsy tub and were
headed for Marathon Key.

The people who planned this could not have been complete idiots
since they had apparently succeeded in the instances that he had
heard about, although these may only have been rumors among
news-starved inmates desperate for freedom.   Yet
something about the way this little Cuban handled his small craft
led Gene to believe he had made this trip many times before. 
Every ten or fifteen minutes, the man reached into his pocket and
took out a small hand-bearing compass from a plastic baggie and
with the aid of a flashlight he checked his heading.  In
between, he simply kept the bow of the vessel pointed slightly to
the left of the North Star, although on several occasions when the
lights of some passing vessel appeared he would alter his course
until he had passed well astern of the other boat and then returned
to the original heading.

He thought about Tom and felt badly about leaving him there, but
this was survival and he was doing it his way not the Biblical
way.  Believers hoped for help from some invisible power but
he preferred to use whatever means was available in reality.

Two hours later, when they were a long way from the pebbled
shore that they had departed from, and the lights behind them had
disappeared into the black mist of the coast of Cuba,  his
breath caught in his throat as the ancient engine sputtered and
went silent and the skipper muttered, “Jesu Cristo!”  Gene’s
heart almost quit with the motor and he asked hoarsely in the
silent darkness, “Que pasa?”

The skipper didn’t answer but instead handed Gene the flashlight
and motioned for him to shine it on the engine as he searched for a
reason for this terrifying development.  As Gene reckoned,
they had to be almost a third of the way to Marathon, at least
thirty, possibly forty miles out to sea by now, and they were
undoubtedly in the middle of the Gulf Stream. If the engine
wouldn’t restart they could be swept up the Atlantic coast for
hundreds, maybe thousands of miles.  Instead of rotting to
death in prison, he was going to die of thirst and starvation, or
drowning, in the Atlantic Ocean.  He tried to not allow
himself to even think of the sharks.

For ten minutes the little Cuban worked silently and
systematically.  He opened the fuel tank and checked the
level.  He checked the hose connections between the tank and
the engine.  One by one he examined each of the likely causes
of this sudden and catastrophic engine failure and finally he
removed the plastic shroud which covered the working part of the
engine.  Taking the flashlight from Gene’s trembling hand, he
suddenly exclaimed, “Gracias a Dios.”  He had found the
problem.  A tiny hose which connects the fuel line to the
carburetor had vibrated loose and in a minute he had cut off
half-an-inch of the worn rubber and reconnected the hose to the
nipple on the carburetor.  Two pulls of the starter cord and
the engine roared, smoking and stumbling, and restored hope to the
frightened escapee and his taciturn skipper.

As any Boy Scout knows, no matter where you are on the face of
the earth in the Northern Hemisphere, the Pole Star, Polaris, which
is part of the constellation called The Little Dipper leads to the
north geographic pole.  It is located by finding first the Big
Dipper and then drawing a line directly across the sky from the two
bright stars that form the pouring edge of the bowl.  If the
sky was clear, then anyone lost at night who understood this
relationship in the heavens could find their way.  Daytime
travel was another problem, which is the main reason, in addition
to the obvious need for secrecy, why they were traveling at
night.  But crossing ninety or a hundred miles of ocean and
achieving a chosen landfall without instrumentation was still a
very difficult task; one that could only be accomplished by a
skillful navigator and Gene wondered if his skipper was up to
it.

By daybreak, the sea was flat calm and the little craft roared
along practically planing on the smooth surface and Gene saw the
man reach into his pocket and once again take out the compass from
its waterproof plastic cover.   He pointed it ahead, and
it was then that Gene felt for the first time in almost seven hours
that he was going to make it home, because the man turned the bow
of the vessel slightly to starboard and on the horizon in the new
direction he saw a thin purple outline along the surface where the
water met the sky.  It had to be either a large ship or
land.

Within minutes the man shouted “Mira alli, Marathon.” 
Ahead Gene could see what appeared to be a dark low ridge in the
water just on the horizon.  It was the outline of an island,
Marathon Key, with its entrance to Boot Key Harbor on the south
shore.  Several small boats, fishing craft about the size of
the one they were in, larger cabin cruisers and sailboats were
heading in their direction, seaward, to begin their own day’s
outing, unaware of the mission that the small aluminum hull with
the rusty outboard was completing as it approached Sister’s Creek,
the inlet to the harbor.   A narrow passage, the creek
wound its way for three miles through waterfront condominiums and
mangrove jungles passing other motor boats, yachts and sailboats
going to and from the harbor that had been the Mecca for cruising
sailors and other recreational boaters for decades.

Boot Key Harbor, where hundreds of pleasure craft sit at anchor
at all times of the year is one of the most popular destinations on
the east coast of the United States.  Known as a “hurricane
hole,” it provided sanctuary for many vessels of all sizes in good
weather and when the hurricane warnings were up, the number of
craft seeking safe harbor usually doubled and tripled.  It has
two navigable entrances, one from the Florida Bay side and the
other through Sisters Creek on the south shore through which Gene,
his captain and the little boat had entered.  It was an ideal
location for an illegal entrance to the United States in 1978
because of the heavy boat traffic, excellent sheltered approach and
little surveillance by police or the Coast Guard.  Surrounding
the enclosed anchorage are marinas, restaurants and condominiums
which made this resort area one of the busiest waterfronts in
Florida.

As the old Evinrude outboard motor, now throttled down to almost
idle speed, slowly propelled them into the middle of the harbor,
the Cuban navigator skillfully threaded the aluminum boat through
the maze of anchored sailboats and cabin cruisers. Gene searched
the shoreline for the destination where he would be likely to
disembark and wondered what the last phase of this journey to
freedom would entail.  In the seven or eight hours he had been
in the company of the Cuban skipper, he had learned to ask as few
questions as possible and just let him do his job.  He hadn’t
even learned the man’s name.

When the boat entered a long straight canal lined with docks and
vessels tied up on both sides, and pulled into an empty slip, the
man extended his hand and smiled saying, “Vaya con Dios,” and
motioned for Gene to climb out onto the pier.  For an instant
he felt he had to know more about the person who had just delivered
him both literally and biblically from Hell, but he thought it
better not to, and as he took the man’s brown, wrinkled hand in
both of his and warmly said, “Muchas gracias, amigo…mi navigador,”
he climbed out onto American soil.  He was in the United
States and free, and for the first time in six months he felt he
was alive with his whole life yet ahead of him.

“Gene!” he heard Ginny’s voice screaming, “Over here, over
here!”  Ginny and Mikey were getting out of a car that had
just pulled into the marina and Ginny was dashing madly across the
sand and broken sidewalk that lay between the parking lot and the
docks.  They ran into each other’s arms as Mikey rushed up and
the three of them danced and hugged and kissed and cried as they
reveled in the reunion they had never believed could possibly take
place.  In the car on the way to the airport in Marathon where
they had chartered a small plane to fly back to New York City, they
told him all about the intricate plans that had been made and
carried out starting with Ginny’s visit to   Miguel
Montaro and Mikey’s meeting with Rubén.  When Gene asked how
much it all had cost, Mikey laughed and said, “They wanted a
hundred grand, but Mitch Golden arranged a twenty-five percent
member’s discount.”

In the year and a half that followed, Gene wrote to Tom
regularly using a pseudonym just in case there was any chance that
the Cuban censor checked up on the names of the
correspondents.  Tom’s answers indicated that although the
brutal treatment continued, his religion kept him afloat and his
mental condition remained stable.  Gene was pleased that Tom
had his “crutch,” as he called it and he reluctantly acknowledged
that most people needed and were entitled to have it.  He
decided it was better to not quarrel with religion as long as the
believers did not try to impose it on him either directly or
through the law or governmental institutions.


           

On April 1, 1980, Fidel Castro unintentionally showed his
respect for the inscription on the Statue of Liberty in New York
Harbor and began releasing the inhabitants of his prisons and
mental institutions and shipping them like cattle to South
Florida.  Vessels of all kinds were loaded with “the wretched
refuse of (his) teeming shores,” and sent across the same route
that Gene had traveled on that night in October of 1978, although
many of them were not as lucky and perished in the crossing. 
By the time the operation, called the “Mariel Boat Lift” was over
on September 25, 1980 over one hundred and twenty-five thousand
refugees had streamed ashore in South Florida and among them was
Tom Allen, thirty pounds lighter, limping from his untreated knee
dislocation and still holding his Bible in his hand.  Once he
had reunited with his family he called Gene and made arrangements
to get together for a good old fashioned reunion.

The joy of reunion for Ginny and Gene, as in the joy of an
earlier one by Mikey and his family, was not the proper context for
a reevaluation of Gene’s psyche.  Ginny had long known of the
moral and personal limitations of the man she loved and there was
going to have to be an accounting for them at some point.  But
for the time being it would have to wait.  Too many times
their lives had been put on hold because Gene was unable to resist
a temptation or make a better moral decision than the one he had
made.  Often it was morally defensible, as when he came to the
aid of others, but almost as often it was motivated by the desire
for personal gratification.  Certainly, in the Cuban Episode
there was no possibility of having an immaculate perception of it
because of the huge financial object at stake.  To claim as
Gene had, that it was simply the joy of the adventure was pure
bullshit, or to put it more professionally, sheer
rationalization.

Ginny was furious and rightfully so, not only for the obvious
reasons, but for the very selfish one that her own career and
personal life was threatened and shoved into the background once
again in order to deal with Gene’s problem.  Looking back over
the years, Ginny became convinced that she had played second fiddle
too long and it was time for a change.  But not now. 
Could it ever be brought about?  And if so, how could
it?  She decided to give him some time to regain his physical
health and adjust to his return to teaching and
psychotherapy.  But before too much time had been allowed to
pass, she intended to demand an accounting, not only for what had
been done but for their future relationship as well.

So Gene and Ginny returned to their routine shortly after his
return, he at the Institute and she with Harold Silverstein, and
despite the ordeal they had both been through for six months, they
managed to continue enjoying New York City and all it had to
offer.  Mikey and Gene had discussed the details of the
transaction with Rubén, and as far as Mikey was concerned the
seventy-five thousand dollars he had put up for Gene’s release was
repayment for his older brother’s success in getting him out of
Dannemora.  They were even and the money was never mentioned
again, although Mikey seemed to be growing more distant, involved
with his business and preoccupied with problems with his wife and
children.

Tom seemed to have suffered no lasting ill-effects from
two-and-a-half years of abuse at the hands of his communist captors
and had embarked on the lecture circuit speaking out against
communism, and, naturally, evangelizing for Christianity.  His
picture and excerpts of his addresses appeared in papers in Western
New York and Eastern Pennsylvania and he became a sought after
motivational speaker, especially at Christian colleges and to large
congregations in bigger cities like Buffalo, Rochester and
Syracuse.  When he visited Gene and Ginny in New York City he
usually arrived with a new girl friend each time.  During
these visits, they managed to set aside their philosophical
disagreements most of the time, but occasionally Tom would drop a
“The Lord says … ” or “as it says in Corinthians … ” At
these moments, Gene and Ginny tried hard not to roll their eyes
skyward and they usually managed a polite “Really?  You don’t
say.”  The pretty women usually sat there enthralled by the
handsome evangelist’s elocution and wondered about where Tom would
take them on their next outing, or what goodies he would bring back
on his next return flight.

The day that Tom and his latest girlfriend were leaving after a
pleasant weekend visit, Tom was saying as he sipped his coffee,
“You know, Gene, you and I could go on the lecture circuit to
colleges and universities as a debating team and present our points
of view to audiences.”  His handsome face was grinning in that
way that always hinted to Gene that everything he said was a
charade, a game, a challenge, like flying an aerobatic airplane
upside down to see if you could beat the odds.  “It would be a
great show and you could find out if your ideas can hold up against
the Word of God.”

“Well, that’s a fundamental difference between your ideas and
mine, Tom.  You and your Christian brethren have ideas for
sale.  It’s a promotion.  That’s why you go to the far
corners of the earth and try to convert indigenous peoples away
from their own beliefs, because you think they’re wrong and you
have to change them.  And in the long run there is a price for
them to pay.   Most atheists aren’t interested in
that.  What we find ourselves forced to do when people like
you wave and thump the Bible in our faces is simply to say, ‘I
don’t believe you.  I don’t believe your claims which, in the
light of scientific data, seem to us to be wrong.’  Notice
that we’re not saying that you should believe that they’re wrong,
only that we’d like you to stop pushing your belief onto everyone
else."

Naturally, Tom couldn’t see it that way because he truly
believed that Christians were bringing The Word to everyone else
who needed to hear it.  It was a mission, a duty, the command
of God to go and tell His story to the poor unfortunates it was
their moral obligation to save.  That required organization
and personnel—and money.  It wasn’t just ideas, it was a
business, and after all, his time was valuable and he was entitled
to earn a living while spreading the word.  How could he
behave in any other way?

Most people who had gone through an experience such as the one
Gene had undergone for over half-a-year would manifest some
psychological effects, and he was not going to be spared just
because he was a psychologist.  Once the initial excitement
and relief at being home with Ginny was over, the trauma of the
plane crash, the physical deprivation of Cuba’s prison system and
the horror of the abuse they had undergone and witnessed in others
moved in and soon Gene became moody, contemplative and
restless.  Although he refused to admit it, at first, he was
in a state of depression and had been all during his incarceration,
and now was badly in need of help, and despite Ginny’s
encouragement to get into psychotherapy on the receiving end, he
kept insisting it would pass.  As the carpenter’s house often
seems to be the one most in need of repairs, the psychologist’s, at
times, seems to be in greatest disorder.  And Gene’s house was
in complete disarray.

He managed to muddle through for the next year or two, but by
the spring of 1982, his clients began noticing his inattention as
they were relating their problems to him, and soon he became aware
that he wasn’t interested in what they were complaining about to
him.  When one of them wrote him a letter, scathingly
denouncing him for taking her money and not really caring about how
she was feeling, he knew it was time to stop trying to help others
and get some assistance himself.  He made an appointment to
see Albert Ellis.

When he entered Ellis’s wood-paneled office he was greeted
warmly, and Albert, cracking his lop-sided grin, and in his
gravelly voice, announced ceremoniously, (in somewhat fractured
Spanish) “The lost son returns.”  After listening to Gene’s
description of the depression he had been experiencing since the
time of the plane crash, Albert asked him (as Gene knew he would)
“So what are you telling yourself?”

“I’m telling myself that what I went through in Cuba was awful
and that they shouldn’t have treated me the way they did.  I’m
telling myself that it shouldn’t have happened to me.”

“Well, that’s part of it, I’m sure, but depression often has a
component of guilt, and having known you for three years and heard
you in our group sessions, I’d be surprised if you aren’t telling
yourself something even more irrational and disturbing. Something
that you feel guilty about.”

Gene thought for a few seconds and then he felt the tears
welling up in his eyes, “How could I have been so stupid to have
done what I did and brought so much pain to my wife and
children.  What happened to me was bad, but what I did to them
was inexcusable.  I’m telling myself that I was an absolute
asshole to have gotten involved in the escapade in the first place,
and if I hadn’t, my wife and family would have been spared all this
trouble.”

“That’s right, and because you’re telling yourself that, you’re
feeling guilty and that’s the cause of your depression. 
You’re saying it over and over, so softly that you don’t hear it
but your mind is aware of the accusations and you are creating your
own negative feelings.  Who are you that you can’t screw
up?  Are you so wonderful just because you’re intelligent and
well educated that you can’t act like a jackass?  Stop telling
yourself what a shit you are and start to recognize that you’re a
fucked-up fallible human who acted stupidly, but are not worthless
because of it.  Yes, you did act like an asshole, but you are
not an asshole, and there’s a big difference.”

By the time he had had several sessions with Ellis and began
applying the principles of Rational Emotive Therapy which he had so
freely dispensed to his own clients, Gene began to feel better, and
within three months he terminated his therapy and returned to a
more rational, although far from perfect, way of looking at
things.
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The administrators at the Harwood College were becoming
impatient with Gene’s leaves of absence and the inconveniences it
meant to them.  Between his Institute commitment and his
problem in Cuba he had been on leave for three years and they
decided it was time for him to return as a full time professor or
else to move out.  He received a registered letter from Darwin
L. Rhodes in November saying, in effect, that he had to choose
between coming back in September of 1982, or taking early
retirement.  With two years to go until he would turn
fifty-five, he would have to take a big cut in benefits by quitting
now.

Ever the resourceful one Gene came up with the idea of commuting
via American Airlines to Buffalo and teaching classes from Tuesday
until Thursday and then returning to Manhattan.  Ginny was
opposed to that plan for several reasons.  First, she didn’t
want to spend half the week alone in her apartment, and second, she
believed it would be too stressful for Gene to be flying a
thousand-mile round trip each week, especially during the
winter.  The flight to Buffalo wasn’t too bad, but the
fifty-mile drive to the campus on icy roads every week was
hazardous to one’s health.  Gene even considered buying a
small plane and doing the flying himself. That way he could land
right in Harwood, but that idea was killed on the first
utterance.  Ginny was caring, easy-going and cooperative, but
not in the face of lunacy, and so to prevent him from doing the
ridiculous, she settled for the difficult and agreed to the
American Airlines alternative.

The administration went along with his request for a Tuesday to
Thursday teaching load, and the two years actually turned out to be
somewhat of an adventure.  The three-day separation during the
week increased the eagerness with which the couple greeted each
other and seemed to add an element of excitement to their daily
lives, but by late November of 1983 they were both happy to see the
final semester coming up and were looking forward to the spring of
1984 when Gene would teach is last class.  Their retirement
plan was to buy a sailboat and go sailing forever (or as long as
they could stand it).

On Tuesday morning, November 29, Gene picked up the small stack
of mail that he had taken with him from Manhattan but hadn’t had a
chance to look at on the plane.   He had arrived in his
office half-an-hour before his first class at eight in the morning
and took the time to read the letters that looked important enough
to be opened now.  The one that caught his eye immediately,
was postmarked “San Diego” and it was from the Department of
Physics at the University of California.

“Dear Dr. Geminni,” it began, “I have something I’d like to
discuss with you in person, which has to do with your father Victor
Geminni, whom I understand died about twenty years ago.  Since
I will be attending a conference sponsored by the American
Astronomical Society in New York City on Monday, December 12, I
would like very much to arrange a meeting with you.  Please
call me if this is acceptable so we can set a time and place. 
Yours truly, Carl Petersen, Ph.D.” 

Gene dialed the phone number before he even thought about the
time difference between California and New York and the phone rang
in Carl Petersen’s bedroom at four-thirty-five in the morning.

Petersen’s first thought was to demand “Who the hell is this?”
but instead he croaked a sleepy “Hello.”

“Dr. Petersen, this is Gene Geminni.  I just read the
letter you sent me.”

Now, happy that he had stifled his original reaction, and
politely ignoring the hour, Petersen sat upright and exclaimed,
“I’m really glad you called.  I should have written more in my
letter, but I thought it might be better if you heard me actually
say it.”  He paused and then said,” I think we’re biologically
related.”

A faint suspicion of what was happening was already beginning to
gestate somewhere in Gene’s long-term memory bank, but it was too
bizarre to allow himself to follow through on the thought, so
trying to sound innocent, he asked instead, “What do you mean?”

“I believe that Victor Geminni was my father.  I know he
was yours.”

Gene’s memory spiraled back almost forty years to a conversation
he’d had with his friend Rocky in the aftermath of one of his
family’s loud arguments, when Rocky had told him about seeing
Victor downtown one day accompanied by a woman and a little blond
boy.   There was not a shred of doubt in Gene’s mind that
the man he was talking to on the phone right now had been the
little blond boy.  They spoke for almost half-an-hour mainly
describing what they were doing and how they were living until Gene
interrupted saying, “Carl, I’m late for my eight o’clock class,
what’s a good time to get back to you?”

“Call me late any evening, say ten or eleven, your time, and
I’ll look forward to continuing our talk.”   When Gene
got back to his motel room that afternoon he called Ginny at her
office and poured out the story.  Ginny, who didn’t close her
eyes or mouth for the five minutes while Gene went on non-stop
about what had happened that morning, finally burst out with
question after question and they were both exhausted with the
speculation over how it all related to Victor, his constant money
troubles and his eventual disappearance and death.  “I know
you always felt that after you had met that insurance agent on the
street corner in Manhattan … , what was it twenty- 
twenty-five years ago? … that you were done with your father’s
legacy, but it looks like you were wrong.”

“It will be twenty years ago as of March thirtieth.  I
remember the date like my own birthday, because it was such a shock
to me.  But here we are dealing with Victor Geminni’s
handiwork again.”

“How did he sound?  Did he sound nice?  Do you want to
meet him?  Is he married?  My God, he’s your
brother!  You’ve got another brother!”

“Well, he’s a half-brother, but just the same … , I hope
he’s not going to turn out to be as much trouble as the other
two.”

The flood of questions and statements, some unanswerable, poured
from Ginny who was as astounded as her husband and twice as
curious.  “Are you going to call him back?”

“Yeah, I want to.”

“When?”

“He said anytime.  Maybe I’ll call tonight.  I don’t
know; my head’s spinning.  Maybe I’ll wait until I get home
tomorrow night so you and I can talk about it some more.”

Ginny grabbed a pencil and steno pad from the desk, holdovers
from her old office-job days, and seated herself with the phone
propped on her shoulder poised like a secretary ready for
dictation, “Let’s make a list of questions so you’ll be
prepared.”

“Oh for Christ’s sake, we don’t need a list,” Gene said as they
did a good imitation of Lucy and Ricky Ricardo preparing to discuss
and resolve an issue on the telephone.  “Good old Ginny,” Gene
thought, “always ready with the organized and written plan.” 
Her lists were a family legend.  She had lists for every
conceivable activity as well as lists that told where certain lists
were filed.  Gene usually did everything by the seat of his
pants and they frequently got annoyed at each other’s operating
styles, but Ginny usually saved the day with her lists and notes
because Gene invariably forgot the most crucial elements, at
times.

Thursday evening when they returned from dinner at a local
Indian restaurant on Fourth Avenue, during which they never stopped
talking about this latest development, Gene examined Ginny’s list
of questions and decided to call at eleven o’clock that night. He
had the list in front of him when he dialed Carl’s number and the
two of them spoke until well past midnight with Ginny sitting
nearby on the couch taking notes about things she heard Gene asking
or saying so that she could question him about Carl’s responses
later.

Carl had told him that he was an associate professor of
astronomy at UCSD and was doing significant work on deep sky
objects and nebulae.  Some of his articles had been published
in major journals and he was at the peak of a satisfying career in
a field that he loved.  He was working with some of the top
people in the profession and it had all come about as a result of
his major advisor in his doctoral program back east at Harvard
where he had gone on a full scholarship.  His work was at the
leading edge of cosmology.

“… So there’s this big gathering of the American Astronomical
Association being held at the American Museum of Natural
History.  If you recall I mentioned in my letter that I’ll be
in New York on December 12 for a conference.  Well that’s what
it’s all about and I’m presenting a paper.  Any chance of you
and I getting together while I’m there?”

“Absolutely!  I’m really looking forward to it.” Gene was
having a hard time believing he was going to meet the half-brother
that Rocky had hinted at so many years ago when they were only
sixteen.

They agreed to meet at the entrance to the Museum on Central
Park West after Carl’s conference there was finished.  They
would both be free at four o’clock and they could spend a few hours
together since Carl was taking the “redeye” back to California
which wasn’t leaving until eight that evening.

During the two weeks following the reading of the letter that
had floored him, Gene vacillated between impatience to see him, and
dread about what he would learn.  Was he going to be opening
something he had tried to close that day on the street corner two
decades ago when he had examined the morgue shot of his
father?  Was he going to regret not telling Carl that he
wasn’t interested in dredging up the past?

He was happy with his life now, and he and Ginny were enjoying
New York City as they had never been able to do when they were
growing up here.  Shirley and Annie were doing well in Oregon
and his mother was apparently managing to co-exist with Lenny in
California.  What was there to gain from this meeting with a
stranger who might possibly have passed, barely noticed, on the
periphery of his life so long ago, and at that had only been
glimpsed briefly by his best friend?  So what if they shared a
percentage of their genes inherited from the same father? 
What did ‘blood relative’ really mean anyway?  It was possible
to be closer to a friend than to your own sibling as he had found
out from many experiences with some of his family members.

Gene left a message at Ginny’s office saying that he would be
meeting Carl Petersen that afternoon after his flight got in to
LaGuardia and that he would call her as soon as he knew what time
he’d be home.  He didn’t want to specify a time because he
wanted to be free of pressure to terminate the meeting just in case
he was enjoying being with his half-brother.

Nine days before the winter solstice, at four o’clock on a cold
bright afternoon, Gene Geminni found himself, once again, waiting
on a Manhattan street corner for a man he had never met except on
the telephone, and the word rendezvous flashed through his
mind.  When he saw a fair-haired, athletic looking fellow
about his age, wearing a tweed jacket and brown turtle-necked
sweater approaching him as he leaned against the stone wall that
paralleled the Museum’s park side entrance, he shuddered, because
the man’s walk and posture could have been his father’s.  He
was somewhat taller than Gene was and with his deep tan,
sun-bleached beard and long hair he very well could be a Geminni
family member masquerading as a professor from
California. 

“Are you Gene?” he asked grinning amiably.

“Carl Peterson.  How are you?  Wow! I’m feeling really
anxious about all this.  How about you?”

“Yeah, a little.  I can’t believe I’m here talking to
you.  Hey, except for the hair color, we kinda do look a
little bit alike.  My mom was a blond, and … ”  Carl
brushed back his golden shoulder-length tresses.

“So I’ve heard.  It’s not a surprise to me that you’re
fair-haired.  I had a report on you almost forty years
ago.”  Gene went on to tell Carl about Rocky’s sighting when
they were boys.  “Let’s go get a drink somewhere.  Maybe
that’ll ease the pain of this awkward reunion.”

They walked over to Columbus Avenue and started heading south
until they found a bar and grill, making small talk all the
way.  “How was the trip?” “Great day for a meeting.” 
Stuff like that.  As soon as they were seated at a table and
had ordered drinks, Carl put him at ease saying,

“Look I know this is a shock to you, but let me tell you right
up front that there are no hidden agendas here.  My only
reason for contacting you was purely curiosity.  I’ve been
hearing so much bullshit lately about people searching for their
roots, adopted kids tracking down their long lost biological
parents and wrecking their lives not to mention the people who
raised them who, by the time it’s all over, are feeling rejected by
the whole thing.  You know, The Donahue Show or
something.  Well it’s not at all like that.”

“What is it like then?” Gene interrupted.  Not rudely but
more in the tone of impatience.

“Well, my mother was very sick last year and she didn’t think
she was going to make it so she revealed to me that Victor Geminni
was my father.  She thought it was important to know the truth
about my heritage, I guess.  I never asked her why it took so
long to decide that, but she’s had a hard life, so I didn’t put her
on the spot.  She also told me that Victor had three
legitimate sons and she gave me their names.  Up until then, I
had believed that my father had died when I was only two years old
and that his name was Albert Peterson.  That’s what she always
had told me.  She and Victor had been seeing each other for
years.  I knew him when I was a child as just a friend who
visited once a week.  I had no idea they were lovers or that
he had a family somewhere else in the city.  I certainly never
even had a hint that he was my father.”

“How’s that any different from the Donahue Show?”  Gene was
not making it hard, but he was still leaning toward caution and not
wanting to get involved with anything that could possibly change
the direction of his life just now.  “I hope you aren’t
thinking of contacting my mother, because it would be a painful
shock, and even devastating to her to find out that her husband had
not only been unfaithful but even had a kid with another
woman.  Her life has been hard enough living with Lenny. 
I’ll tell you about him later.”

“Forget it.  I’m not here to cause grief for your mother or
anyone else in your family.  Definitely not for you.  The
only family I have in addition to my mother is an aunt and a
cousin—my mother’s sister has a daughter—and to tell you the truth,
I thought it would be nice that if I did have a male blood relative
somewhere to try to establish some contact with him.  But
other than that—curiosity,  as I said—nothing  more and
nothing less.  When I found out about the conference here in
New York, I checked the Manhattan telephone directory and I came up
with your name and address.”

“Actually, if you had decided to do this before last year, you
wouldn’t have found me in the directory.  My wife and I live
in a small college town in Western New York and we only recently
moved back here.  I’ve been on sabbatical and other leave for
the past three years.  As for my brothers—your brothers—it’s
just as well you haven’t tried to reach them.”

“How come?”

“Well, they both have significant psychological and social
problems.  Mikey’s been in and out of the joint, as he calls
it.  He served a stretch in Dannemora and one in The
Metropolitan Correctional Facility; that’s a Federal prison, on a
RICO conviction.  He’s lucky he’s not still there.”

“What did he do?”

“Nothing violent or what today would be considered
serious.  Numbers, loan sharking, other rackets … very
ironic that it’s the same shit that put Victor behind the eight
ball.”

“Do you still see him?”

“Oh yeah.  He can be fun if he’s not too drunk or whacked
out on cocaine.  Otherwise he’s hard to be with … very
depressed and preoccupied.  He has four kids who have their
share of problems and don’t relate to him very well.'’

“What about Lenny?”

“He’s a basket case … .  Never even had a
chance.  He collapsed with schizophrenia at eighteen and
couldn’t be pulled out of it.  He’s a total loss.  He
never has held a job other than the six months he spent in the Air
Force.”

“What’s he doing now?”

“He lives with my mother in a mobile home, very coincidentally,
near San Diego and sits home all day and listens to tapes or radio
and sometimes plays the piano, which he was very good at—still
is.  I doubt if you’d want to meet him and anyway he’s very
antisocial especially toward strange males.  Seems as if he
got roughed up by a lot of male nurses in mental wards, and he’s
very suspicious of any man.  He must have been a stiff pain in
the ass to deal with.  I know from my own experience with
him.  Ginny and I had to call the sheriff once when he
threatened to smash a chair over our heads.  Chased us right
out of the mobile home when my mother was in the hospital and we
had gone to see him.  He thought I was taking her away from
him as he has always felt I had done with Victor.”

“So it looks like I picked the right brother to contact. 
It appears to me as if things have gone pretty well for you. 
Am I right about that?”

“I can’t complain these days, but it is a long story so let’s
save that for next time.”  Gene was studiously avoiding his
own experiences with forced institutionalization.  “Tell me
about you and your mother.”

“My mom is a sweet woman who lived alone except for visits by
Victor and a few other friends.  She always worked to support
me and now she’s retired and lives with me and I’m happily
supporting her, although she gets a small Social Security check
each month.  When she had a series of illnesses last year, she
thought she might not survive, and that’s when she told me about
Victor being my father and that I had three brothers.  She
knew nothing about you except that you might still live in or
around New York City.  About twenty-five years ago, shortly
after I had gone away to Cornell, she wrote to me to say that
Victor had moved in for a while… . She said that he was in some
sort of financial difficulty and it would be for a brief
period.  Frankly, I was sort of happy that he was there. 
It made me feel a lot less guilty about not being around to keep
her company and help out in the apartment.”

“That was probably sometime after I threw him out of my mother’s
apartment.  It was 1955 and we’d had a terrible fight.  I
hate to even think about it.  How long did he live with your
mother?”

“About three or four years, I’m not sure, I think around the
time I graduated from Cornell and then went on to Harvard for my
doctoral work.  When I finished there I moved out west and I
really don’t know what happened to him after that.  My mom
said he had left Manhattan, but she didn’t know where to.”

Gene had been hoping to find out more about how Victor had spent
the seven years that he had been gone, but it looked like Carl
didn’t know much more than he did so he changed the subject. 
He was feeling pretty excited about the fact that his half-brother
(The phrase seemed to choke him a little less now) was involved in
an area of study and research that he’d always wished he had
selected instead of psychology; a hard science instead of the soft
mushy pseudo-philosophy he’d gotten into, so he questioned him
about his research.

Carl’s work required regular access to the Mount Wilson
Observatory near Pasadena and on occasion he even got some time in
at the Hale Telescope on Mount Palomar.  When he spoke about
that, Gene could barely sit still in his chair. “Hey, next time I
get out to California to see my mother, let’s meet somewhere and go
up to Palomar to see it!    Jesus Christ, I’ve
fantasized about that telescope ever since I was a kid.  I
remember watching newsreels about them hauling the mirror up the
mountain on a huge trailer after The War ended.  I’ve even
driven Ginny and the kids to Corning, New York to see the original
mirror that’s on display there.”

“You’re on,” Carl promised.

It was getting close to six o’clock and they had downed three
drinks apiece and were talking freely about their careers. Gene had
lost a lot of the reserve he had been feeling about this phantom
whom only two hours ago he had feared was about to wreck his life,
and they failed to notice that the place had gotten very crowded,
smoky and noisy as New Yorkers stopped after work and had a few
drinks at the neighborhood bar.  The two of them were
beginning to almost feel like old friends.  They found they
had much in common, and they both liked each other.  But Carl
had a plane to catch and as they stepped outside the bar onto
Columbus Avenue’s sidewalk, now almost empty of pedestrians, Carl
looked up at the sky which was dark and said, “Tonight’s the
Geminid meteor shower.  Have you ever seen it?”

“You know, the first meteor I ever saw was in December.  I
remember as a four-year-old kid walking to the subway with my
parents after visiting my grandmother on her birthday which was a
couple of weeks before Christmas.  We saw this fireball streak
across the sky and it scared the shit out of me.  I’ve never
forgotten it.  The old man called it a ‘falling star’ and said
it was going to land in China.”

“I’ll bet it was December 12, although it could have been any
date, but chances are if it was in mid-December it was during the
Geminid shower.  What you saw was probably a bolide. 
Must have been spectacular to be bright enough to be seen over
Manhattan.”

“It was.  You know, I think that’s why I’ve always been
interested in astronomy.  It’s funny how some insignificant
memory can linger all your life while other more important ones
just disappear.  I’m gonna check with my mother and find out
when Grandma Geminni’s birthday was.”

“Wouldn’t that be interesting?   That would make our
get together tonight a meeting written in the stars or something
like that,” Carl chuckled.  “Well let’s make a deal.  If
you get out to the west coast during a meteor shower let’s try to
get together somewhere out in the desert or up on a mountain. 
We can take some lawn chairs or blankets and lay on our back and
count how many meteors we see.”

Sounds like fun.  You’ve got a deal, we don’t usually get
to lay out under the sky in December, so the Geminids are out for
us; you Californians have it made.  We usually visit my mother
in California and our kids up in Oregon in the summer, but this
year is uncertain because of some hectic things that are going on
these days.   I’ll let you know what our plans are and
maybe we can get together someday soon.”

“You never even got to tell me about your daughters.”

“Next time, it’s a long, long story and you’ve got a plane to
catch.”

They shook hands when they parted, neither one feeling ready yet
for the “abrazo” which was becoming so popular among New
Yorkers.  They each promised to stay in touch, and as Carl
hopped into a cab, Gene walked north toward the subway entrance on
Eighty-first Street and realized he was already thinking about
seeing his newly found half-brother again, soon, although he felt
pretty sure he was not interested in meeting Carl’s mother. 
He paused at the head of the stairs to the “B” train platform
entrance and looked up at the sky over Central Park, but all he
could see was the glow of the city lights from Fifth Avenue
penthouses.










CALIFORNIA DREAMING


 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22

CALIFORNIA DREAMING

 

In preparation for the big retirement day in May, Gene and Ginny
had decided to buy a sailboat and begin to cruise the coastal
waters of Florida, The Keys and the Bahamas, a lifestyle they had
always envied. They loved the thought of being able to provision
the boat with all they would need, cut all ties with the land,
travel from port to port and live aboard for weeks at a time. They
would never experience cold weather or have to shovel snow
again.

 On the Easter break they flew down to West Palm Beach, and
by the end of the week they had signed the papers on a small
cottage (They called it their “dock box,” meaning a place to store
the rest of their possessions while” they went sailing ) in a place
called Howe Sound.  It was located right on the Intracoastal
Waterway, which meant that all they had to do was untie the dock
lines, cast off and head for anyplace in the world they wanted to.
They also became the owners of a thirty-foot Catalina sloop which
they could tie up in a slip fifty yards from their back patio
door.

When the semester ended Gene emptied his office of his personal
possessions and loaded them into the car he had driven up to
Harwood for the last week of classes.  He was finally done
with the airline commute between Buffalo and New York and he
couldn’t have been happier.  He said goodbye only to the few
colleagues he was friendly with—his poker pals—and after spending
his last night in Harwood with Ginny’s parents he headed back to
Manhattan.

They were going to spend the summer outfitting their sloop for
the live-aboard cruising they were so eager to experience and would
depart on a shakedown cruise in the fall. They eventually planned
on sailing the Half Moon around the southern coastline of the
United States and The Florida Keys, then crossing the Gulf Stream
to spend some time in the Bahamas, sailing across the Gulf of
Mexico and through the Panama Canal and finally up the Pacific
Coast to sail the Inside Passage to Alaska.  They had planned
and dreamed about this voyage for years and it was all going to
come true next fall.  They would begin, however, by taking a
five-week cruise in September that would take them across the State
of Florida via the St. Lucie River, Lake Okeechobee and the
Caloosahatchie river into The Gulf of Mexico.  This
little-known,  all-water route was called the Okeechobee
Waterway, a scenic passage that cut entirely through the middle of
the Florida Peninsula, and  if all went well on that
cruise,  they would head out for the main trip in
November.

In July, Gene decided to pay his mother and Lenny a visit before
they began their sailing ventures.  While he was in
California, he would also try to connect with Carl.  He called
him the week before he left and he asked if Carl could get to spend
some time with him while he was in California, and Carl yelled into
the phone, “You bet!  I’d love to do that.  Call me when
you get settled at your mother’s place and see if you can spare an
overnight or two so we can do some observing up at Mount
Wilson.  I have an ongoing project there so I’m sure we can
use it when you’re here.  What we can do is drive up to Mount
Palomar during the day just to see the facility and the
telescope.  Then after we get back we can grab a few hours
shut eye in my apartment and then go up to Mount Wilson for some
observing.”

Carl was so excited that his brother was coming to visit him
that he asked if he’d like to sit in on one of his classes to
evaluate him (Just joking!).  Gene could audit his summer
session Introduction to Astronomy course which Carl loved to teach
because it was his big opportunity to excite some people who were
not already interested in Astronomy.  Gene looked forward to
the experience, so on Wednesday, after spending two days with his
mother and Lenny, Gene lied to them about having some business to
attend to in Los Angeles and said that he’d be back Friday night.
The brothers had decided to spend the day at Palomar after his
morning class and then to return that evening to do some observing
through the university’s telescope.  Gene drove to the UC
campus but was delayed by heavy traffic and arrived at the physics
department after the class had begun.  Checking the schedule
which was posted outside Carl’s office door he headed for the
classroom.

When Gene walked into the lecture hall it was dark and Carl was
presenting some slides about telescopes and mirrors saying, “Up
until around 1973, when the Russians built a slightly larger one,
the telescope on Mount Palomar was the largest optical instrument
ever built.  All optical telescopes, from the backyard toy of
the novice to the giant on Palomar do one thing in enabling an
enhanced view of the objects in the night sky.  They gather
light.  They do this by one of two methods, either with a lens
that passes the light through the glass, called a refracting
telescope, or with a mirror that reflects the light, called a
reflector.  The larger the diameter of the lens or mirror, the
more powerful the telescope, and the larger its images.”

Gene slipped unnoticed into a seat as Carl continued, “The
second mirror for the Palomar telescope was cast out of molten
Pyrex at the Corning Glass Works in 1934 and measured two hundred
inches in diameter…, eighteen feet!…and it’s almost two feet
thick.  I say ‘the second mirror’ because unfortunately the
first one cracked during the cooling process which took about a
year of gradual temperature decrease.  Another one had to be
cast to replace it and that’s the one in use today.  The
original was stood up on edge and is still on display in
Corning.  It is an awesome sight to see a piece of glass of
these proportions, and even more astounding to understand how its
successor was ground to a perfect parabolic surface and
mirror-coated and then installed into the base of the huge tube
that houses the rest of the optics and machinery that comprises the
working telescope.  If any of you get to travel in the east
drive on up to Corning, New York to see it.  It will impress
you.”

Gene sat there and silently agreed with his brother.  He
remembered the day Shirley came home from school after her sixth
grade class had discussed the Hale telescope on Palomar Mountain in
California.  “Dad, did you know that the mirror was made not
far from here in Corning and that the first one cracked and you can
go there and see it?  It’s the biggest mirror in the
world.”  Shirley was exhibiting a precocious interest in
science, and obviously had inherited her father’s high
intelligence.  She loved playing with her chemistry set down
in the basement in a corner of the room where Gene had set up a
small workbench as a mini-lab for her.  It wasn’t unusual for
the smell of rotten eggs or some other noxious odor to emanate from
the nook adjacent to the furnace where the little future Madame
Curie carried out her investigations on how to produce regret in a
parent.

“It sounds like a suggestion for a weekend trip some day. 
Am I right?”  Gene had always been interested in astronomy,
and Ginny loved it as well, so it was a perfect opportunity to take
the kids for a little vacation.  They could stop in
Cooperstown and visit the Baseball Hall of Fame on the way
back.  Annie was excited too because she had recently started
playing Girl’s Little League baseball and was eager to see both
museums.  On Saturday afternoon after a four-hour drive and a
quick hamburger at a local diner, the four of them stood before the
colossal disc of Pyrex at the Corning Glass Works’ museum and gaped
in wonderment.  Eighteen feet in diameter and weighing twenty
tons, the back was honeycombed to eliminate some glass in order to
make it lighter, and that gave it the eerie appearance of a
gigantic bee hive.  By the time they had returned home Gene
was planning the construction of a backyard telescope, admittedly
of slightly less spectacular proportions.

His reverie was interrupted when he heard his brother ask the
class some questions and it sounded like the class was almost over
so they could get on their way.  They would drive up to
Palomar and return in the afternoon for some dinner and rest and
then go up to the University’s telescope to do some observing about
three in the morning.

They left San Diego heading toward Palomar Mountain in Carl’s
Toyota four-wheel-drive pickup and four hours later they were
negotiating the last mile of hair raising turns, steep grades and
deteriorating road that led to the observatory.  When they had
departed the San Diego area it was a typical July day with clear
blue skies and temperature in the nineties, and yet for the last
five miles, which had taken them almost half-an-hour, it was
snowing.  Gene was astounded by the weather change in so short
a time, and he was also cold, because the heater in Carl’s pickup
wasn’t working and neither of them had brought a jacket.  Carl
explained how it was not unusual for the weather at the 6,000 foot
elevation of the telescope to be winter-like when only twenty
horizontal miles away it was a hot summer day in the valley
below.

But despite the weather, Gene climbed about the catwalks,
examined the machinery that kept the massive instrument tracking
celestial objects as they moved across the night sky, and sat in
the observing chair and listened in fascination as his brother
explained the intricate workings of the most famous telescope in
the world.  An hour later they headed down the mountain with
the snowstorm still blinding them, and by the time they were
halfway down to sea level, they returned to the sunny California
they had left early that morning.

With the anxiety of negotiating a snow-covered mountain road
gone, Gene began talking about things that had been on his mind
ever since Carl had first contacted him.

“I had always assumed that you were about ten years younger than
me.  My friend Rocky told me about spotting the Old Man with a
woman and blond boy when I was about sixteen.  If that was
you, he said you looked to be about five or six years old.”

“I was born in nineteen thirty-seven; I was probably about eight
when he spotted us; I’ll be forty-seven in December.  Where
did he see us?”

“Down in Little Italy somewhere; Mulberry Street I think. 
I was tempted to try to do some kind of half-assed detective work
or investigation, but I decided against it.  I never told
anyone but my wife Ginny.  Figured it was for the best.”

“Ginny, boy she sounds great.  Tell me about her and your
daughters.  We never got around to that subject when I was in
Manhattan.”

“My daughters are great gals.  Shirley’s twenty-eight and
lives with a nice guy, Danny, on a farm out in Oregon. 
Annie’s twenty-four and lives out there too.  Does a little
art work and plays the guitar to pay the bills.

“Ginny is the most exceptional person I’ve ever met. 
Without her, I’d be a real mess.  It would take a long time to
describe her adequately, but the fact that she’s put up with me for
over thirty years speaks volumes about her personality, patience
and emotional strength.  She’s an artist of great talent, a
colorist, and has had many exhibits in Manhattan and elsewhere, in
fact, her work is recognized on both coasts, and in her spare time
she’s a champion archer.  When she’s at full draw with her
bow, she looks like “Diana the Huntress” … a beautiful
sight.   She’s won lots of gold medals in national
competition.  How about you?  Married?  Any
kids?”

“I never thought you’d ask.  Well, Gene, you’ve got a
schizophrenic brother, a fucked up ex-felon brother and now …
,” he paused,” … you have … a gay brother.”

“Really?  Interesting.  Annie’s gay.  Came out to
us about five years ago.  Think it’s in the genes?”

“Are you kidding?  There’s no other explanation and you
know it.”

The conversation was casual, tension-free and natural, as would
be expected when there is genuine understanding and caring between
the individuals involved.  In other circumstances, with other
people, this kind of subject might be a cause for a different
attitude toward one or both parties. They both thought about this
exchange of intimacies which had provided an immediate bond that
seemed to close the huge chasm of time and experiences that had
separated them.  A few months ago they were total strangers,
and now they actually did feel like brothers.  Nevertheless,
the last two minutes were so charged with emotional content that
Gene needed some diversion to deal with it and said, “I’ll be
fifty-five in October.  I was born just two weeks before the
stock market crash of twenty-nine.”

 “Jesus, you look younger than I do, Gene.  What’s the
secret?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe the handball I’ve played three times
a week most of my life.  I love the game and am pretty good at
it.”

“No shit!   I can’t believe this.  I’ve read
about identical twins who were separated at birth and when they
finally got together found out they had lots of similar behaviors,
interests and other hobbies, etc., but not half brothers!  I
just finished playing in the San Diego open last month. 
Didn’t win anything but I had a ball.  Let’s play sometime and
I’ll kick your ass.”

“We’ll see about that little brother.  You may have to show
me some respect.”  They both laughed.

After dinner, the brothers walked to Carl’s bachelor pad near
the campus and talked late into the night.  The experience
atop Palomar Mountain had exhilarated both of them and Gene was
captivated by his half-brother’s knowledge of the universe and
cosmology.  They talked about Einstein and relativity, and
Gene asked Carl about an article he had read in Scientific American
which was about two young British physicists who were hypothesizing
about “black holes” and “singularities”.  He only vaguely
understood these bizarre concepts, and after Carl’s patient
explanation, they lay back on their bunks and each contemplated the
light years and eons that their discussions had traversed in the
last few hours and tried to sort it all out.

Both of them were dazzled not only by their new found
relationship and the extraordinary concordances between them,
despite their separate and different upbringing, but Gene,
especially, by the sheer joy of having found a blood relative who
was on a closer wavelength to him than all the other members of his
biological tree that he’d ever known.  Carl reached over to
the night stand between them and switched off the lamp saying,
“Well, if we’re going back out there in four hours we’d better get
some shut-eye.”  They wanted to be back at the observatory at
about three in the morning to have a chance at seeing some nebulae
which Carl was studying.

“Sounds like a good idea,” Gene agreed and for about fifteen
minutes they each lay there in silence until Gene interrupted their
slide down the REM slope saying, “Carl, I probably should
wait … I mean I’m maybe pushing too fast here … you know,
I, um … after all your research and study about the whole
fucking thing, what do you believe?  I mean, we’ve only known
each other a short while, and I’m a little reluctant to pop the
question so soon, but we have covered unimaginable distances in
that brief time, and I feel like I want to know where you
stand?”

“Where I stand on what?”

“Where do you stand on the ‘God’ thing?”

“I should have known you’d be doing a lot of thinking about that
too,” Carl chuckled, smiling in the darkness.  Do you really
want to get into that right now?  We are going up to the
observatory in less than four hours for a night of viewing.”

“Well, we don’t have to have a long discussion, just tell me do
you believe in God?”

“I can’t give you a yes or no answer.  Give me your
definition of God first.”

“Oh Christ, I don’t believe it.  You’re going to go
technical on your long lost brother.”

“No.  I’m not going technical on you.  Surely you know
there can’t be a yes or no answer to that one unless you define
your terms.”

“Okay, maybe we’ll have to wait until the morning.  Good
night Carl.”

“Good night.  The alarm goes off at 2:30 when Andromeda is
overhead and we can get a good shot at the M31 nebula.

Just before daybreak over breakfast at a local diner the two
were talking animatedly about the two exhilarating hours they had
just spent peering into the vastness of the cosmos.  Gene felt
compelled to press his brother on the question that had been
shelved the night before.  “You never answered me about
whether or not you believe in God,  Carl, do you want to talk
about it?”

“Sure, if you want to.  You seem to be somewhat obsessed
with the idea, so let’s go.”

“What do you mean ‘obsessed’?  It’s the single most
important question in society and everybody either has the wrong
view on it or they want to shelve it.”

“The wrong view?  What’s the wrong view?”

“The superstition that there’s a God and a soul and a heaven and
all the rest of that religious bullshit that seems to be
steamrollering over society.  Even in the hallowed halls of
science it’s treated with kid gloves because nobody wants to offend
the believers.  Don’t you find it astonishing that three
quarters of society believe in some ludicrous fable about an
invisible phantom that created everything, that controls everything
and knows everything and yet the world is so fucked up?  What
do you think is the explanation for the fact that despite the
advances of science and technology, that people still manage to
cling to this ridiculous fairy tale?”

“I don’t know.  I admit it is weird, but there has to be
some plausible reason for it all, otherwise why would it have
persisted for centuries so universally?”

“Well the only explanation I can think of is fear and
ignorance.  But when ignorance has been dispelled by
civilization’s advancing knowledge and yet the belief still
persists, it seems to me that fear, then, remains as the only
viable alternative … and the universal fear is the fear of
death.  So to keep the lid on it all they cling to this
pathetic fantasy that they won’t really die after all, but they
will continue to exist forever in the form of this soul they have
posited, somewhere up in the sky and that keeps them going despite
everything that gets thrown their way.  I think it’s much
better to face the fact that you get your “three-score years and
ten” and then you move over for someone else.  Period. 
But that requires honesty and unfortunately most people prefer
security to truth.  They’d rather believe in a figment of
their imagination than work hard to come up with something that
resembles a connection to reality.  I think truth is the
ultimate good.”

“What about beauty?   You left that out.  Isn’t
it usually phrased ‘Truth and Beauty”?

 “Well, actually I would have said ‘love’ instead of
beauty, but maybe love is the ultimate form of beauty, so we can
have both.  I think a person can lead a very satisfying life
if he or she searches for truth and finds love along the way. 
I have both and believe I’m a very fortunate man.”

“You know, I think you are too, Gene, but there’s a hint of
unhappiness that comes through in your anger at believers.”

“Yeah, I have to admit it.  I have very little patience
with people who believe in nonsense.  Educated people, I
mean.  I can excuse anyone who just doesn’t know any better,
but how can you look the other way at educated and intelligent
people who utter these foolish superstitions?”  Gene was on
one of his favorite topics right now and he sensed he had a
sympathetic ear in his brother.  “I wonder why people who made
up the God story didn’t just have him make everybody healthy, happy
and wise.  He could have made a perfect world yet He
didn’t.  Why not?”

“Well, maybe   that would have been boring.”

“To whom?   To Him or to the people he allegedly
created?”

“Hey, Gene, did you ever consider that maybe you have the wrong
view?”

Gene couldn’t believe his ears.  Here was a scientist who
daily deals with evidence of how ridiculously narrow is the view
that believers have of the world and he’s taking their side in the
discussion.  “So you do believe there’s a God?”

“I didn’t say that.  I like to think that Albert Einstein
had the best answer.  He was my hero, and still is, ever since
I was a kid.   Einstein always held the viewpoint that
there was something either beyond science’s ability to know or
outside of our present state of knowledge.  He was in awe of
the workings of the universe, and he often expressed that mysterium
tremendum as his religious view.  Unfortunately people liked
to focus on his famous statement that ‘God doesn’t play dice with
the universe’ as proof that he believed in the God of their
fantasies, which he himself said was not true.  I’ve read a
lot of the letters to Einstein that ordinary people wrote to
him.  You’d be amazed at how many subway riders, store clerks
and housewives would write him letters and ask big questions of him
because the public saw him as such a great thinker and wanted to
know how he felt about the very same questions that bothered
them.  He was always consistent in his responses.  He did
not believe in the concept of a personal God, nor a soul, nor an
afterlife.  In that respect he was very much like Carl Sagan,
another public scientific idol.”

“So is that your answer?  You do believe there is some
spirit or force out there that controls it all?”

“I believe as Einstein did in the view expressed by Spinoza
which is basically that God and Nature are one and the same
thing.    Science doesn’t have a clue about what
lies beyond the laws of physics and chemistry.  It’s the
mystery of the workings of those laws that fills me with my
spiritual feelings, and that’s a far cry from believing in the man
on a throne with a white beard and a record book of everybody’s
balance sheets waiting to pronounce sentence upon us all. 
That I agree is a crock of shit, but no serious scientific thinker
that I’ve ever met or read about has that picture in mind.”

“Wanna bet?  Oh, they may not offer that view if you
pressed them, but most of them carry it around subliminally and
it’s expressed in all the ways they think and behave, including
their political views and their notions of sin and
retribution.  For Christ’s sake, we have a geologist on our
faculty who is a Jehova’s Witness.  A geologist!  Can you
believe that?  And do you know what he told me when I
questioned him about the difference between the biblical chronology
and the record found in the strata in the Grand Canyon, for
example?  The asshole told me he only works with
crystallography and doesn’t get into geological time periods! 
How’s that for rationalization or denial or both?”

Gene was practically foaming at the mouth by now.  He had
no patience with any opinion that accepted the possibility of any
forces beyond gravity, electromagnetism and the ones that took
place inside the atoms, the so-called strong force and the weak
force.   These four elemental forces in nature were
understood by physicists to be all that were needed to explain
everything from the big bang forward, and it was enough for
Gene.

Carl was impressed with this psychologist’s understanding of
modern physics and he felt a glow of pride in his big brother’s
command of areas which were beyond his own limited understanding of
psychology, so he chose his words carefully when he asked, “Why are
you so emotionally involved with these questions?  There’s a
certain angry tone in you when you talk about it that’s almost
intimidating.   Are you able to discuss this with your
friends in a cordial manner, because my guess is that it would
usually end in an argument at the level you seem to want to
proceed?”

There was a long pause, “Funny that you raise that
question.  A couple of weeks ago a good friend of mine, …
he even helped me paint my house … someone I played scrabble
with regularly, a Hell of a bright guy.   Well anyway
he‘s a Christian and he brought over an article for me to
read.  Something about how this Creationist had proved that
The Second Law of Thermodynamics was invalid and therefore
evolution was impossible.  Well, after I marked up the article
like a high school term paper, I returned it to him and we got into
an argument that ended the friendship right on the
spot.   I labeled him with every descriptive class from
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Psychology and we’ve never
spoken to each other again.  Is that what you mean?”

“Well, it’s not a bad example.  Are you comfortable with
those kinds of incidents?”

“I do think about it a lot, and it does bother me.  Why do
I have such a hard time accepting that other people don’t
necessarily see the world the same way that I do?  I’ve
limited Ginny’s and my social network to a very few people and I
think she feels bad about it.”

“Well even though you’re willing to sound like an expert in my
field, I’m reluctant to trespass into yours, so I won’t play
therapist with you, but maybe you should do more than just think
about that.  How do you think our new-found filial contact
would be going if I were not a scientist?  Suppose I was one
of your garden variety believers?  Would we be on our second
visit with each other and having a ball, like we are?”

Gene did not hesitate.  He looked Carl directly in the eye
when he said very firmly but with a little resignation, “I wouldn’t
be here.”

On the last day of their visit Gene was determined to get every
gem out of his recently found diamond mine of stimulating
information. “How did you feel about Victor, Carl?”

“I really didn’t know him that well.  He’d come over once a
week or so when I was a little kid and I never understood who he
was or anything.  Once in a while in the summer, I remember
him taking me fishing out in Brooklyn or Rockaway, somewhere near
the docks.  We’d take the train with some lunch and fishing
gear.   That was fun, but other than that I don’t have
many memories of him.  The year I graduated from high school I
won a full scholarship to Cornell and I went off to live in
Ithaca.  I didn’t see too much of him after that except during
breaks.  My mom wrote me around December of my freshman year
and told me that Victor was going to move in with her and that when
I got home for the Christmas break he’d be living there.  I
never gave it much thought, although I remember being happy for
her.”

“That would have been around the time I threw him out after a
big row.”

“You threw him out?  Why?”

“The guy was impossible.  He’d run up these huge debts and
then tell my mother that they had to borrow money to bail him
out.  She always assumed it was gambling, but I had my doubts
about that.”

”I’m sure he was helping us out financially because my mother
didn’t make enough on her job.  She was a secretary or
something for a big dress manufacturer.”

“Do you think she had threatened Victor with exposing him to my
mother?”

“I dunno. It’s possible.  My mom is a pretty determined
lady.”

They both sat quietly for a few minutes, each thinking about the
man who was their father.  To Gene he was an infuriating
enigma, but to Carl he was only a furtive acquaintance; someone who
was on the fringes of his mother’s life.  He was someone in
the background with no strong emotional significance to Carl. 
But he did take him fishing!  He hardly knew the kid and yet
he took him fishing.  Gene felt a rush of resentment come over
him as he imagined the two sitting on a pier dangling fishing lines
in the water.  It reminded him of a Norman Rockwell
painting.

“What did he call you, Carl?”

“What do you mean?  He called me Carl.  What
else?”

“He never called me by my name.  I was always ‘Wise Guy’ or
‘Professor.’”

“Well that was pretty prophetic,” Carl was smiling, “Maybe he
had big expectations for you.”

“I don’t think so.  I had the feeling that he didn’t give a
rat’s ass about me or any of us.”  Gene’s resentment was
taking over and he was not doing very well at concealing it from
Carl.  “Isn’t it interesting that I’m eight years older than
you and yet you graduated from college before I did?  When did
you get your doctorate?”

“It was 1963.” 

“Yeah, well it took me until 1970.”

“So are you blaming Victor for your late entrance into
academia?”

“I think he had a lot to do with the fact that I lost ten years
of my life drifting through lousy jobs and almost winding up like
Mikey.”

Over the next hour or so, the half-brothers pieced together a
reconstruction of the life of the man whose genes they
shared.  Victor must have had a casual affair with Marge and
she became pregnant with Carl.  She must have demanded some
kind of financial support for the child, and Victor borrowed from
shylocks to provide it and periodically when he got in too deep, a
crisis would erupt at home as he borrowed from anyone he could and
begged family members for money. 

“I’d like to meet my two other brothers.  What do you
think?”

“Well, as I told you last winter, Lenny’s a disaster, and I
don’t think there’s anything in it for you.  He’s very
belligerent, especially toward strange men.”  Gene told him
about the history of Lenny’s mental illness, and by the time he was
done, Carl wasn’t enthusiastic about meeting him.  “Besides,
he lives with my mother, and you’d have to meet her and explain the
whole thing to her … and I don’t know, I’d really prefer that
you leave them out of it.”

“What about Mikey?”

“That’s a whole nuther story.  Ten years ago I’d have said
yes, but he’s so fucked up now that I don’t think it would be a
worthwhile experience for you.” 

“But he’s my brother too.”

”Yeah, I realize that, and even though he’s mine … so
what?  He’s a changed person.  We went through a lot for
each other at one time, but between two stretches in prison, a
whole lot of drugs and alcohol, and long association with a bunch
of gangsters, he’s really gotten to be someone I don’t like very
much anymore.  It’s your call though.”

“Well, one out of three isn’t bad.  Most baseball players
would be happy batting three-thirty-three.”
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Chapter 23

INTERRUPTED JOURNEY

 

Back at their home in Florida, with only two weeks to go until
departure, Gene and Ginny were busy, excited and exhausted from
months of provisioning, outfitting and planning.  The living
room floor was strewn with nautical charts, piles of clothing,
equipment and suitcases that they were taking along including their
Scrabble game and dozens of books to fill the long quiet nights at
anchor.  They were going to catch up on everything they should
have read during the hectic years of their professional lives.

It was hard work preparing a vessel for a two-year cruise and
they had been putting in long days and sitting up to all hours
planning the voyage until they had discussed it so many times in so
much detail and had read so many articles and books about the ports
they were heading to, they vaguely felt as if they already had been
ashore in some of the places.

The kids had been calling constantly and were almost as excited
as they were and probably a bit worried too.   Annie and
Shirley were concerned because of the long passages that could be
dangerous for “senior citizens” as they jokingly had begun calling
their middle -aged parents.  Gene left detailed instructions
for contacting them during their trip which involved calling the
United States Marine Operator on a telephone, a “land-line” as it
is called, who in turn would be able to call the Half Moon on a VHF
radio anywhere along the coastal waters if they knew their
approximate location and if the vessel had the radio turned
on.  Gene told Shirley and Annie they would monitor channel
sixteen, the International Hailing Channel, between seven and eight
o’clock every evening, and in case of an emergency they could be
reached.

He prepared a detailed itinerary along with copies of charts to
show their planned anchorages along the entire route.  Of
course they would telephone regularly from marinas and ports they
were staying at in order to update the plan.  They had taken
care of the slightest detail and even left an answering machine
greeting that told the caller how to reach them in an emergency by
contacting Shirley.

The trip would begin by crossing the State of Florida’s long
peninsula as a shakedown trial for the longer voyage. 
Although it is not apparent from a casual glance at a map, most
private vessels and even modest sized commercial ones can cross the
entire width of the State at the latitude of Lake Okeechobee using
the Lake and two river and canal systems which connect the Atlantic
Ocean with the Gulf of Mexico.  The only limitation to the
passage is provided by a railroad trestle at Indiantown which has a
raised height of forty-nine feet, so that sailboats with masts
taller than that can’t get through.  Half Moon’s radio antenna
atop her mast was forty-eight feet, six inches above her water
line.

It would take about five days, including the twenty-five mile
sail across the Lake which is the largest fresh water lake in the
United States, and then down the Caloosahatchie river into Pine
Island Sound and the Gulf of Mexico Coast.  From there they
would sail to the Florida Keys, The Bahamas, back to the Gulf of
Mexico and then through the Panama Canal and up the west coast of
the United States.  It would take about two years including a
summer on Puget Sound and a trip to Alaska via the Inside Passage.
It was a cruising sailor’s dream, because if their timing was right
they would always be where the best weather was for any given time
of year.

Three days out after they had sailed the big Lake with fair
winds and a record time for the crossing, the latest weather
forecast was calling for squalls and high winds that night, so they
decided to find an exceptionally good shelter.  Stopping short
of their planned destination, they headed for a small island off
the main branch of the Caloosahatchie River and anchored in its lee
just as the wind was picking up and a thunderstorm was looming over
the horizon.  Safely tucked in behind the deserted island,
Gene put down two anchors in case the winds really kicked up and
they began their evening meal preparation.

When Humphrey Bogart alias Charlie Allnut the skipper of the
“African Queen” was ready to settle down for the night he would
walk to the bow of his vessel, grab the pile of anchor, chain and
rope that lay in a tangled heap on the foredeck and hurl it into
the water amidst the weeds and debris along the riverbank. 
Without further ado he would head to the cockpit and pour himself a
glass of gin smiling contentedly at his admiring first mate and
companion, Katherine Hepburn, also known as “Rose.”  
This technique, practiced by many unskilled boaters, had long since
been eschewed by Gene and Ginny who had learned, the hard way, that
if you expected to awaken in the morning and find yourself where
you had settled down the night before, there was a proper way to
lower your boat’s anchors; especially in rough weather.  They
had laughed each time they had watched Bogey do so on the African
Queen.

Ginny would motor the boat slowly into the wind to the spot they
had selected to spend the night and bring her dead in the
water.  Then Gene would carefully lower the anchor, chain and
rope that made up the “rode” so that it lay flat on the bottom with
the hooks, or flukes, pointed back towards the vessel.  Ginny
would then back the boat away as Gene paid out enough line so that
the pull would be at a minimal angle to the bottom, and when he
fastened the rope to the bow cleat, she would rev up the engine and
thereby dig the pointed blades deep into the sand or mud of the
river bottom.  They would then repeat the procedure for the
second anchor if conditions warranted setting two.  In that
way, the boat would swing securely to two dependable
attachments.   Not only did this insure security of
location, unfortunately it could also make it difficult when it was
time to leave and Gene would have to break out both sets of the
buried metal and chain.  On this occasion Gene would wish he
hadn’t been so meticulous in “setting the hooks.”

As they were settling down for a game of Scrabble in the
comfortable little salon, the warm cozy glow of two kerosene lamps
dramatized the furor of the wind and rain that was pelting the
fiberglass hull, sounding like pebbles against a window pane. 
At five minutes to eight, just as they were considering shutting
off the radio for the night, it startled them by announcing the
words, “Half Moon, Half Moon, Half Moon.  This is the Marine
Radio Operator on channel sixteen holding traffic for the sailing
vessel Half Moon.”

Although he was fully aware that Shirley and Annie knew how to
contact them through the Marine Operator, Gene never actually
expected to receive a call from them; certainly not just three days
after setting sail, so he concluded something must be wrong.

Gene leaped to his feet, grabbed the microphone, triggered the
switch and replied, “This is the Half Moon.”

“Switch and answer channel twenty-six,” came the response.

Gene fumbled with the channel selector knob and the operator
informed him she was holding “land traffic” from California, and to
stand by.  Seconds later a woman’s voice came through the
speaker saying, “Hello, Dr. Geminni, my name is Marge
Petersen.  I’m Carl’s mother.”

For a full three or four seconds Gene did nothing except run
through his mental address book searching for a program to match
the words “Marge Petersen” but nothing connected.  It was a
combination of lack of familiarity and denial that prevented him
from recognizing the significance of the name of the woman who had
been his father’s consort so many years ago.

“How are you Mrs. Petersen?” he managed to gasp as the word
processor in his cerebrum began emerging from its stimulus
overload.

Fortunately she got right to the point so that Gene didn’t have
to think of what his next words would be, saying, “I’m sorry to
bother you under these circumstances, I know you’re on your
sailboat.  I found out how to contact you from your daughter
Shirley … and … please forgive me but Carl is very sick
and I had to call you.”

“What’s wrong?” Gene felt extremely alarmed because now he knew
who she was and more importantly, that she would not have contacted
him unless it was a last resort.

“Carl’s in the hospital at the California Pacific Medical Center
in San Francisco with a very serious kidney ailment.  It’s
called end-stage renal failure and he needs a kidney transplant to
survive.”  She was crying by now and Gene was ready to
collapse, because in the several seconds that she had been on the
phone many complicating aspects of this critical situation were
coursing through his consciousness as he began to realize all the
implications of what she was saying.  She was calling him
because the best possible chances for obtaining a kidney that would
not be rejected lay in finding a match of the Human Lymphocyte
Antigen called HLA.  This was usually found in a close
relative, a parent, brother or a sister and unfortunately tests on
her showed that she was a poor match.  It was unequivocally
clear and shocking that he was being asked to be a kidney donor
when she phrased her next question between sobs, “Do you know your
blood type, Dr. Geminni?”  

“I’m B Positive.  I hope that’s the right one.”

“Oh, thank God!  So is Carl, and that’s one of the first
things they need to know if they are to go ahead with the other
tests.”  Gene was their only immediate hope, and in addition
to all the implications of that scenario, since his life was on the
threshold of a great adventure that he knew right then was about to
be placed into suspended animation, he sensed he was going to be a
central figure in this newly opened drama he was hearing about.

“Carl didn’t want me to tell you because he knew you would feel
pressured to come to his aid, but as a mother, I’m asking you to
consider being a kidney donor for him, because the doctor’s say
that would be his best chance for survival.  It’s a terrible
thing to have to ask someone, but from everything Carl has told me
about you, I knew you’d understand my asking you for help.”

“I do understand, but right now we’re anchored in the middle of
nowhere in a squall.  We can’t move until daybreak and even
then it wouldn’t be easy for us to do anything until we could get
to a marina, take care of the boat and her provisions and find a
way to get going.  I’m in a very bad situation in order to do
anything that resembles a hasty action and the best I can do is
stay in touch with you over the next twenty-four to forty-eight
hours.  Give me your number and I’ll get back to you
tomorrow.  How much time do we have to make a decision? 
I mean … how long can Carl hold on?”

“They have him on a dialysis machine right now, so he’s stable
for a while, but it’s a transplant or … ”   She
began sobbing and Gene ended the conversation with repeated
assurances he would get back to her soon.  He was staggered
with the enormity of the decisions he was facing and Ginny sat
opposite him on the settee with eyes as large as saucers and
listened to every word.  How the fuck could this be happening
to him?  Could it be there really was a God and this was His
way of paying him back for all the blasphemous thoughts and actions
he had been carrying out all his life?  For a moment he
actually gave serious thought to an affirmative answer to this
latest philosophical question he was posing for himself as he
reeled toward the settee and putting his arms around Ginny groaned,
“Who the Hell expected this?  What a mess.  What the fuck
should we do?  Do people ever say no to a plea like
this?  How do you turn down a request to help someone to
live—a brother, no less?”   Did he really have a
choice?

Returning his embrace, she soothingly murmured, “We’ll think of
something.  We can’t do anything until it’s light outside
anyway, so we have time to talk about figuring out a plan.  I
have to admit though that I can’t believe what we’ve just been
listening to.”

Someone else was listening too.  Seven miles away along the
dark banks of the Caloosahatchie, another sailor, lounging in his
riverside cottage was monitoring the radio as he usually did as a
pastime to while away the evening hours ashore.  Many sailors
engage in this practice as recreation or just plain snooping. 
Since the marine radio is like the old-fashioned party line, it is
open information for anyone who is interested.  Fortunately,
Bill Barkley and his wife Jeanne were doing just that and after
overhearing the conversation between the distraught parties, Bill
triggered the mike on his VHF radio.

“Half Moon, this is the sailing vessel Tranquil on channel
sixteen.”

Gene’s first thought was simply, “Now what?”

“We were listening to your conversation, and we’d like to offer
our assistance.”  The Barkleys, overhearing the plight of
their fellow mariners, did as many true sailors will do—they
offered aid to a fellow mariner in distress. “Any way that we can
help, we’ll be glad to do it.  If you want to leave your
vessel with us, we’ll keep an eye on her for as long as you have to
be away. We have dock space in our back yard.”

“Well, we certainly appreciate that, but we haven’t even had a
chance to figure out a plan.”

“I understand that,” Bill responded “But once you do, call us
and we’ll help you out.  If you need transportation, we have a
car.  If you need to get to an airport, we will take you. The
nearest one that you may need is Tampa, and it’s only forty minutes
away, so go ahead and make your plan, knowing that we can get you
there. It sounds as if you have a bunch of difficult decisions
ahead of you.”

Gene and Ginny were dazed as they contemplated all those
decisions, the most important of which had not yet even been
mentioned—did Gene

intend to go ahead with a kidney transplant?

“We have over a month’s provisions on board, perishables among
them,” Gene moaned, “What should we do with them?”

 “Don’t worry about that.  We have a huge refrigerator
out in our garage with a freezer compartment.  If you decide
to leave your boat, we’ll unload your food and store it.”

“From your conversation sounds like you’re about ten miles east
of Fort Meyers, maybe in that anchorage on the north side of the
river near the Florida Power smoke stacks, near marker
thirteen.”

This guy really knows the river Gene thought, “You’re right, we
could see the stacks when we anchored.”

“Well, we’re just about seven or eight miles west of your
anchorage, and if the weather improves tomorrow, you can motor here
in a couple of hours and we’ll help you do whatever you
decide.  We can look after your boat while you take care of
what sounds like a very serious family emergency.”  Sitting in
the dimly lit cabin with the wind howling outside and the boat
bobbing on the choppy waves, Gene and Ginny were comforted by the
disembodied voice telling them that help was a short distance away
and that they were far from alone in their plight.  Such
people did exist and they were talking to one of them right
now.

“We can’t thank you enough, and I think we’ll take you up on
that.  Can I radio you in the morning as soon as we can get
under way for some final directions to your dock?”

“You betcha.  We’re up early and I’ll be monitoring sixteen
shortly after daybreak.  Contact ‘Tranquil’ We’re a thirty-one
foot catamaran.   The coffee pot will be on.”

“Roger that, Tranquil.  We’ll call in the morning.” 
Gene signed off and they sat back in the settees opposite each
other trying to restore normal functioning to their minds which
were whirling with thoughts, feelings and questions about the
staggering change that had occurred in their life situation during
the last hour.

At daybreak, Gene’s diligence in setting his anchors the night
before turned into a struggle against Mother Nature, since the
offshore wind had veered one hundred and eighty degrees and was now
blowing at over thirty knots opposite to the outrushing
current.  As the boat had swung during the night, one of the
three-quarter-inch ropes had managed to wrap itself around either
the propeller shaft or the keel, it was difficult to know which,
and the vessel was heeling to leeward as it strained against the
opposing meteorological forces and the grip of the two lines. 
They couldn’t start the engine under those conditions, because if
the line was wrapped around the prop, starting the engine would be
a serious mistake. Cutting away the anchor lines wasn’t a good
choice either, because once the boat was adrift, and without engine
power, they would be carried by the wind and current into a shoal
area where they would be aground and helpless. 

They needed to get under way to reach the Barkley’s and in order
to do so, he had to know exactly where the fouled line lay, so
donning his swim trunks and snorkel mask, Gene slipped over the
side and swam down one of the taut ropes to determine as best he
could how it was tangled under the boat’s running gear.

Luckily he was able to feel that the port side anchor was only
around the keel, so when he surfaced, Gene told Ginny to start up
the diesel engine and to get ready to maneuver the boat as soon as
he cut the line.  Donning her foul-weather gear Ginny went up
on deck to try to help get out of this troublesome mess. 
Looking around her and seeing the beach less than a hundred feet
off her port side, Ginny yelled to Gene, “Don’t cut the line
because I won’t have enough time or room to maneuver before I’m
blown onto the shore!  Why not try to push her around with the
dinghy to unwind the rope?”

Realizing that she was probably correct, Gene stifled his urge
to be critical and instead, climbing dripping wet and shivering
into the dinghy, he started the outboard motor and nosed the
inflatable craft alongside Half Moon’s starboard bow.  Winding
up the little outboard motor, the sailboat’s bow slowly began to
come into the wind, and as soon as it had passed the eye, it fell
away and Half Moon’s keel drifted free of the strain as she settled
back on her anchors which by now had dug themselves deep into the
muddy bottom of the Caloosahatchie.  After another half-hour
of maneuvering, cursing and straining his already fragile back,
Gene had clambered back onto the deck, drenched, shaking with cold,
teeth chattering and now completely exhausted, yet he still managed
to haul both mud-covered anchors aboard.  Ginny meanwhile was
piloting the now properly performing sailboat as she pointed it
toward the Intracoastal channel headed toward their rendezvous with
last night’s unseen voice.

The directions that the Barkleys had radioed to find their
back-yard dock were clear and so by ten o’clock Half Moon was
secure, the dinghy was upside down and tied to a tree on their lawn
and Gene and Ginny were on their way to Tampa Airport with a small
tote bag each, heading for San Francisco to face the serious
medical crisis that lay before them.  Their long range
cruising plans might just as well be in the freezer along with the
hamburgers and chicken breasts the Barkleys had agreed to store for
them for all they knew, and they told Bill Barkley and Jeanne as
much of the story as they could on the hour-long drive to the
airport.   It wasn’t easy to relate many parts of the
tale other than Carl’s sudden illness because Bill dominated the
conversation with his oral autobiography in between Jeanne’s
repeated requests to “Bill, tell ‘em about the time … ”

He was an ex-New York State Trooper, an independent rebel who
had retired to Florida eight years ago after twenty-five years of
dealing with crooks, dopers and other assorted felons.  He and
Jeanne were deeply religious and were always trying to do “The
Lord’s Work,” and they found this latest emergency right up their
alley, because they never failed to lend a helping hand to anyone
in need.  Several of their errands of mercy were told in
elaborate detail and Gene had no doubt that the couple monitored
their VHF radio actually searching for people in distress for whom
they could go out of their way to assist.  On the other hand,
Bill had informed them before they left the house that in his
opinion the Federal Government had become an illegal oppressor of
the common man, and in a bizarre form of protest, he had adopted a
belief that had been presented in a book written by a lawyer
entitled, “You Don’t Owe The Government Anything.”  In his
treatise on citizenship and fiscal responsibility, Arthur Donner,
CPA, J.D., outlined what was described on the book cover as “a
legal method of avoiding Federal income taxes.”   Bill
proudly informed Gene and Ginny that he had not filed a return
since his retirement in 1976 and offered to lend them the book to
read on the plane and which he showed to them before they got in
the car.  Gene declined, saying that he would think about
borrowing it when they got back from California, but Ginny
recognized his amusement at Bill’s offer and knew that borrowing
that book to read it would be the last thing on Gene’s mind.

As the car approached the passenger unloading ramp outside the
terminal, Bill told them, “We’ll be praying for everything to work
out and I know the good Lord will set things straight for you
two.   Call us when you get your lives sorted out and are
ready to come back.  Don’t worry about your boat or anything
other than what you guys have to do.”  The four strangers
hugged as they got out of Bill’s old station wagon at the curbside
drop off, and Gene and Ginny felt the reassurance that resulted
from the fact that at least their immediate concerns for “things
and stuff” were off their minds.  For once, out of deference
for the Barkley’s sincere generosity, Gene managed to keep his
mouth shut regarding the donated prayers, but he couldn’t help
smiling to himself at Bill’s odd sense of financial ethics.

Inside the terminal, Gene called Shirley to tell her what they
had decided to do about their change of plans.  “I didn’t know
if I should tell her how to reach you, Dad, but I thought you'd
want me to,” Shirley apologized.

“You did the right thing, Sweetheart.  It’s not something
any of us could have ignored.  We’re a little confused and
very anxious right now, but by the time we get out to San Francisco
we’ll settle down.”

“Do you want me to meet you down there, Dad?”

“Absolutely not.  You’ve got things to do and we’ll keep
you posted by phone.  Thanks for the offer though.  I
love you, Shirley.  Get in touch with Annie and bring her up
to date on what’s happening.”

Gene then placed a call to Marge Petersen and told her they were
on their way to California.  She cried with relief and joy at
their decision to come so quickly, and thanked him repeatedly while
all Gene could say was, “It’ll be okay.  It’ll be okay. 
We’ll see you tomorrow.”  He had never really wanted to meet
his father’s old girlfriend but he was going to have to do it now
whether he liked it or not.
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Chapter 24

THE GATHERING

 

When Gene and Ginny walked into room 103 at Pacific Palisades
Medical Center they were confronted with a pair of
instant-primordial-relationship difficulties.  Within seconds,
Gene met his father’s old girlfriend whom he had never wanted to
acknowledge, while in the presence of his father’s illegitimate
son, and Ginny met both her new half-brother-in-law and his mother,
whom she didn’t even attempt a nomenclature for.  Carl and
Gene were at ease with their greeting, but Gene and the other two
initiates took some time to acquire what could be described as
relaxed informal interaction.  In the midst of it all, nurses
and other hospital personnel repeatedly interrupted the
Hollywood-title-sounding gathering of Gene and Ginny and Carl and
Marge.

“How the hell did this happen?” Gene asked anxiously.

“Boy, it was a stroke of bad luck.  About three months ago,
a few weeks after you visited here, I had an attack of  ‘acute
glomerulonephritis’—I can’t even pronounce the damned thing easily.
It isn’t too common a disorder, but when you get it, in some cases
it results in serious kidney failure.  I’ve been on dialysis
for several weeks now because the kidneys just shut down. 
Last week they decided that they were not going to recover and that
it was either regular on-going dialysis three times a week for the
rest of my life, or a transplant.  That’s when they started
talking about relatives and blood matches.”

“I can’t believe it!  You never said anything about kidney
problems.”

“I never had any until I started passing blood in my urine last
July, and believe me, I was scared, but I never thought it would
lead to this.”

“How does this acute glomeru … whatever, get started?”

“It’s an infection, like any other.  Probably some bacteria
or virus.  They’re not really sure.  Usually it’s not too
serious in young people, but in adults it’s sometimes fatal.”

“What?  Jesus, what a shock.”  Gene then turned to
Marge and said, “Boy am I glad you were able to reach us. 
We’ve sure got our work cut out for us here.”

The procedure for kidney donation is another of the miracles of
modern medicine.  Recipients who are otherwise in good health
are almost always transformed from sickly slaves tied to the
schedule of a dialysis machine on which they spend hours several
times a week in order to survive, to healthy individuals with
normal routines and almost negligible inconveniences of medication
side effects and physical activity.  Carl could have every
expectation of being one of those people if a donor with the proper
match in blood chemistry could be found.  Blood type and other
antigen similarities are crucial and Gene already knew that he was
a match on blood type B.

Over the next few days there were conferences with
nephrologists, explanations about HLA matches and tests and reports
and interpretations.  When they were all done, if Gene was a
good donor, it remained only to perform the mechanical processes of
removing a hunk of meat from one body, hooking together the myriad
connectors and sewing up both holes in the side of the donor and
that of the recipient.  In the weeks that followed, nature
would equalize the liquid-processing capabilities of both bodies
and give each one the required functional capacity to return to
everything else that living creatures do when they are not
preoccupied with the removal of the body’s excess fluids and the
production of hormones.

By the end of the week, the results were all in and Carl’s
internist broke the good news to his patient and his brother on
Friday in the late afternoon of the week it had all begun.

“We’re in luck.  There’s a match on six out of twelve
antigens which is what we hope for if there’s going to be a good
chance of success!   Gene, your kidneys are in excellent
condition, which means that both of you should do very well on one
kidney each.  I’d like to admit you into the hospital this
afternoon, so that we can begin preparations for the surgery on
Monday.”

It was going to be a long weekend and Gene would be spending it
and the week after surgery as well, in the hospital with his
brother.  They were both going to be on antibiotics and other
IV’s so that they’d be ready for the surgery on Monday
morning.  The team also wanted Gene to be under observation
for forty-eight hours in case there were any dormant infections
about to surface.  Two nights together would be a good
opportunity to get to know each other better, and both of them were
prepared to use it.  Friday evening as the orderlies were
removing the last of the food trays, Carl turned to Gene who was
reading a copy of TIME Magazine that Ginny had brought to the
hospital and said, “Tell me more about your other brothers—my other
brothers.”

“There’s Mikey, he’s five years younger than me, and Lenny he’s
five years younger than him.  Actually we are each five years,
three months to the day apart.  I once did the arithmetic when
I was into numerology.  We’re each 1917 days apart. 
Maybe that’s why we were so fucked up. Nineteen seventeen was the
year the United States entered World War One.”

“Tell me you’re only joking!  I can’t believe this. 
Not that you’re 1917 days apart, but that you think there’s any
significance to that.”

“Well I don’t think that now, but I was only fourteen at the
time, and I was sort of convinced that mathematics was the key to
all understanding.  I think some scientists today still
believe this way, although not about birth dates.   There
is a group of nuts who believe that mathematics is not only the
language of science, but that it underlies all theories of the
universe.  In fact, they claim that the only possibility of
understanding the cosmos is through mathematics.  Not as a
tool, but as IT!  There’s a long tradition from Pythagoras and
Aristotle and Plato to the present time that number is all there is
and everything else is imposed by the senses.”

“Boy sometimes you surprise me.  At times you sound like
the most dogmatic skeptical thinker I’ve ever met, and at times you
can be downright spooky.”

“Now what do you mean?”

“You question everything, from the existence of God to even the
most accepted scientific laws, most of the time.  But then you
turn around and sound like you could accept that there’s something
to the fact that you and your brothers are exactly 1917 days apart
in age.  If that isn’t a contradiction, I don’t know what
is.”

“I agree there, but remember, I said that I thought about that
as an adolescent and not anymore.  I am skeptical, though,
that not even science or mathematics can explain the
universe.  Probably it can only come close, a lot closer than
the Bible or numerology or astrology.  But maybe it’s just not
enough because it is all impossible to be understood.  The
Grand Unified Theory of everything may not be achievable.  As
Immanuel Kant said in his Critique of Pure Reason, logic and
rationality are not sufficient to account for our universe and
everything in it. For example, take the concept of time.  Kant
claimed time can’t be logically understood to either have always
existed or to have had some finite beginning.  It may be that
by definition, ‘human’ means to combine logical with spiritual,
because the logical is necessary, but not sufficient to being
human, and that it’s the balance that determines each person’s
belief system.  So even an avowed and complete skeptic like me
can’t eliminate the shred of the spiritual that makes him different
from the rest of the animal kingdom.  Hence, the spookiness
you’re referring to.  Otherwise we’d all reason like
computers.”

“I’ve had enough of this for now.  I asked you about Mikey
and Lenny.”

“Yeah.  I forgot about that.  Numerology aside,
they’re both further reasons why I blame Victor, although I have to
confess that after our last discussion I’m feeling a little less
antagonistic toward him.  Anyway, Mikey started out a lot like
me.  No interest in school despite his brains.  Got
involved early with a woman—a girl at the time—which became a
long-term commitment, but because she wasn’t a Ginny, or anywhere
close to her, it was a failure.   Perhaps if he had met
someone like her, he might have got onto the right track.  But
he didn’t and he stayed with the crime and the other bullshit and
never escaped from that life style.  He’s served a couple of
prison sentences and they changed him irrevocably for the
worse.  He’s become a hard, cynical, disinterested
failure.  We were close for a while, but that’s over now.”

“What happened?”

“It’s pretty simple.  He did a lot of alcohol and drugs and
you know how that goes. He lost a sense of responsibility to his
wife and kids, he became surly, and worst of all, seemed to place
his substances above everything else, and I don’t want any part of
that.

“We had done each other the kinds of favors that brothers rarely
get a chance to do, for example, I got him out of jail early by
using my prestige and glib tongue, and in gratitude, when he got
the chance, and I needed help, he put up a lot of money to bail me
out of a Cuban prison.”

“A Cuban prison!  Are you serious?  What was that all
about?”

“Three years ago I made the dumb mistake of accompanying a pilot
friend of mine on a plane ride that ended with a crash in
Cuba.”  Gene went on to tell about the experience he’d had and
Mikey’s assistance in rescuing him.

“And you’re able to put all that aside and walk away from
him?”

“It’s not easy to do, but I see it as survival for me and
Ginny.   I don’t have the emotional reservoir to put up
with any more psychological cripples like my father, Lenny, who
can’t help himself, and now Mikey, who can but won’t.  I
certainly can’t expect her to support me in any more of the futile
struggles with my family’s demons.”

“So here you are putting yourself on the line for me.  I’m
sorry.”

“It’s not the same thing.  I’m happy to be able to do this
and Ginny feels the same way.  The other situations were all
like putting my finger in the dike—hopeless—and with those guys, I
saw no potential for ever having good feelings between us.  To
get back to your original question; I blame Victor for most of what
has gone wrong in my family, because I feel he never established
the direction a parent should set for his sons.  I feel I’m
lucky to have achieved whatever I have, and it definitely had
nothing to do with my father.  It was me, and my inspiration,
Ginny.  Period.”

“You know, Gene.  Victor passed on his genes to you and me,
and whatever you may think about him, you have to agree that he
contributed something important to you in establishing a decent
life.”

Carl was thinking about the nature-nurture controversy with
regard to intelligence when he asked Gene, “Don’t you think it’s
incontrovertible that brain power, just the thing we call
intelligence—what IQ tests measure—is largely innate?”

“That’s such a tough one, I don’t know where to begin. 
It’s true I’ve studied it and done research on it, written about
it, but I still see both sides of it.”

“Well there’s always both sides, but just on the face of it,
“face validity” as we experts call it.  How do you feel?”

Gene thought before answering.  “You and I, we share only
twenty-five percent of our genes, so that leaves seventy-five
percent of our behaviors unaccounted for by genetics, therefore
environmental factors have to be responsible for the overwhelming
portion of our behaviors.”

“That’s not quite the way it works, nor what I mean.”  Carl
was sounding like the psychologist now.  “Take the gene or
genes for a behavior like schizophrenia.  Sure, there’s only a
twenty-five percent probability that you and I both have it, but IF
one of us, or even both of us, has inherited that gene or genes,
then the chance of either of us manifesting the condition is very
high.  It’s two different questions.  The first is how
probable is it that one inherits a gene, and the second is, given
you possess the gene, what percentage of the behavior is
attributable to it?  I believe that the genes contain the
tendency for most cognitive and emotional behaviors including
intelligence and sexual feelings and tendencies.  Therefore
you and I both owe a debt to Victor,” Carl pointed out, “because
whatever brain power we have, we probably got a lot of it from his
genes.”

“You could say the same thing for drive and motivation.”

“Yeah you could, but then since you and I differed on that score
as kids, at least I was motivated pretty early on to get to college
and study science.  I actually didn’t zero in on astronomy
until I was in graduate school, and then it was because of my
advisor’s influence.  Anyway, you said you had an astronomy
book and were fascinated by it as a child.  That your mother
read it to you and you reread it when you were older.  If you
were so captivated by it why didn’t you say, ‘I’m going to become
an astronomer’ and pursue it?  My answer is there is something
called ‘personal responsibility.’  It was your choice, you,
Gene Geminni, and you didn’t take it.  Period.”

“Surely, though, you aren’t suggesting that interest in
astronomy is genetic?”

“Of course not.  Not astronomy per se.  But what about
the attitude or the curiosity that’s required to be a
scientist?  That tendency is probably genetic.  The
choice of biology or physics is obviously all from chance
environmental situations.”

Gene looked off into the distance.  If he was tempted to
agree with Carl, he didn’t say so.  The pleasure he derived
from being able to point a finger—at Victor—was being denied him at
the insistence of someone he had grown to care about and admire,
and it was not easy to accept.  But he was thinking about
it.
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PASCAL’S WAGER

 

As soon as the surgeon entered the room, Gene knew he was going
to have a problem.  “Which one of you is Carl and which one is
Gene?” he asked curtly.   “I’m Dr. J. Rowland Barton,
Chief of Surgery.”  He had actually examined Carl two weeks
ago but apparently didn’t recognize him in his hospital attire.

“Okay,” Gene thought, “so he didn’t have a chance to meet the
donor or take the time to get the names sorted out.  Forget
the fact that there were two people involved here who had earned
doctorates and were being addressed by their first names while he
adorned himself with both his titles.”

As Gene contemplated his first impression of the person who was
going to hold both of their lives in his hands within the next few
days, the phenomenon that takes place between people—sometimes
referred to in our society as “being on the same wavelength,” or
“establishing rapport,” or “chemistry”—colloquially called
“vibes”—were all absent. What made it worse is that Dr. Barton
never made eye contact with him or his brother, and didn’t even
bother to inquire who the other two people, women, were in the
room. As far as Gene Geminni was concerned, this was not an
auspicious sign.

Barton looked down at his charts and papers as he informed the
brothers of how he planned to proceed in the operation and while
there was a clear description of the method he intended to employ
in severing and connecting the various nerves, blood vessels and
layers of tissue, there was not a single reference to anyone’s
feelings, concerns, fears or questions that the four of them had—in
great abundance.  But the clincher, for Gene, was that when he
was done with his prepared lecture, he stood up to leave and said,
“I’d like to ask you all to join hands with me and pray for God to
guide my hands and the hands of all of us in the operating room as
we seek to restore health to this young man.”

If Ginny had had the time, she would have dived under the bed
anticipating the explosion she knew was coming.  After being
with Gene for forty years she was well aware of what would trigger
him and she often could abort disastrous situations … but not
this time.

“Not on your fucking life,” Gene blurted, “If you think I’m
going to let someone chop into my body and remove my kidney while
he’s counting on some mysterious being to be responsible for it
going right, you’re out of your Goddam mind.  I don’t know
about you Carl, but my vote is that we find someone whose faith
resides more in his own abilities rather than some God that he can
then blame if it doesn’t go right.”

Dr. Barton looked like he had been punched in the jaw, because
it dropped down to his gown and he stepped back as his gaze met
Gene’s for the first time since he had entered the room.  “I
have confidence in myself and was only asking for the Lord’s
guidance in this most serious undertaking before us.  I don't
understand your outburst, and I think you're out of line.”

Carl spoke up saying calmly, “My brother is not out of
line.   No offense, Doctor Barton, but you were out of
line to assume that we wanted you to play the role of preacher
instead of man of science.”

By that time everyone except Carl was moving about the room in a
sort of frenzy of agitation and Marge trying to pacify the surgeon,
spoke to him saying, “Please Dr. Barton, they didn’t mean anything,
except that they aren’t believers, but you certainly have every
right to pray as much as you want.”

Ginny, trying to keep the lid on said, “Why don’t we all just
calm down and discuss it among ourselves.   Dr. Barton,
you can understand the strain we’re all feeling, can’t you? 
It’s been a difficult week for us.  We’ll call your office as
soon as we can get our thoughts clarified, and thanks for your
understanding.”

Barton, happy that there was at least one rational voice in the
room, backed out of the door saying, “Yes, you do that. Call me as
soon as you can, since my schedule is very tight, and I have to
know what your decision is today.”

As soon as he was out of the room Ginny turned to Gene and let
him have a salvo beginning with, “Why does everybody have to match
your philosophical expectations?  If you needed a kidney would
you refuse one from a Christian?    I can’t believe
you.  If this guy is the best surgeon around what difference
does it make if he’s a Christian or a Jew, Muslim or
Buddhist?  Are you really so turned off by other people’s
beliefs that you’d rather have an atheist surgeon even if he might
be so incompetent that he couldn’t find his way down the corridor
to operate on you?  Think about it!”  She was in high
gear and Gene was aware that he had not only been out of line, but
that he had no right to decide for Carl what his surgeon’s view of
the world should be.

Gene sat dejectedly on the edge of the bed, silently accepting
his rebuke, and Carl leaned over and put his hand on his brother’s
shoulder.  “Don’t feel bad, we can get another member of the
team to do it.  There’s several of them here.”

Gene was still digesting Ginny’s accusation, and as he
frequently had done in the past he realized that his priorities
were misplaced.  Barton was the best surgeon in town by
everyone’s standards including Carl’s internist who had referred
him to this center, and once again he was going to have to repair
the damage done by his obsessive insistence on dealing only with
people that he considered to be rational by his own rigidly strict
standards.  They’d sacrificed many friends in the past because
they were too religious for Gene’s taste.  They either wanted
to say grace before meals or they sent their kids to parochial
schools and no matter how much he liked them or enjoyed their
company he found it necessary after a while to sever the
relationship.  His defense was that he felt that he had to
stifle his freedom of expression and had to keep his opinions to
himself, which was certainly appropriate at times, but did he have
to be annoyed when someone said, “God bless you,” after he
sneezed?

What he really wanted to do was debate religious issues with the
believers that he was contemptuous of and if they didn’t want to
take the challenge, he felt frustrated.  If they did, he
insulted their intelligence and powers of reason, either way it
usually finished the relationship.

As they were discussing the incident, Carl’s internist, Dr.
Steve Biggs, a tall, good-looking, cheerful Mississippian entered
and smilingly greeted them all with, “Well tomorrow’s the day we
get you off this infernal machine for life.  Have you seen Dr.
Barton yet?  He told me yesterday he planned on talking to you
today.”  After Carl introduced the physician who was also his
friend and fellow student back in Cornell days, Ginny explained the
situation they were in.  Biggs looked amused and smilingly
said, “Oh Bart’s just up to engaging in his old clumsy bedside
manner.  He’s got the best surgical skills of anyone I’ve ever
worked with, but he never went to charm school.  In fact he’s
not all that religious either.  He just assumes that since
ninety per cent of people believe in something, that he can’t go
too far wrong taking the believer’s approach before surgery. 
He just never expects to find an atheist in his own foxhole, and
when he does his social ineptness doesn’t allow him to get out of
it.”  Biggs was being very reassuring as he spoke to them in
his calm, understanding tone. 

“The real problem with Bart is that his father told him he was
the greatest thing that ever lived when he was four years old and
he still believes it.  He’s really not a bad guy.  I play
tennis with him twice a week.”

Biggs paused and Gene took the opportunity to ask, “Can I go to
see him to apologize and maybe get this show back on the road?”

Steve Biggs placed his arm around Gene’s shoulder and said,
“Let’s head down to his office.  I think we can catch him
before his next appointment.  Let me handle it.”

Barton was just unlocking the door to his private office when
Steve and Gene rounded the corner and recognizing his tennis
partner, Barton grinned, “Hey, are we on for five o’clock
today?  I feel like kicking some butt,” then seeing that his
companion was Gene he waited expectantly for what he realized was
coming.

Gene held out his hand saying, “I’d like to apologize Dr.
Barton, I’ve been under a lot of pressure in the last two days and
I shouldn’t have said what I did.”  

Biggs added, “We’ve got a pair of hard-nosed empiricists in
these two brothers, Bart, and sometimes they forget that science
doesn’t have all the answers.”

Barton thought for a moment and choosing his words carefully
said, “Call me Jon, please, Gene.  I accept your apology. I am
aware of the enormous emotional strain you are all under. Yes, I do
rely upon my own skills in the final analysis, but most of my
patients also seem to appreciate knowing that I believe in
God.  That’s all I was trying to say before and I hope you
understand that it was my way of attempting to reassure you all
rather than create any problems.” 

So Barton was back in the fold and Gene was feeling relieved at
not having to start a search for a new surgeon.   He
smiled deferentially and was about to leave when Steve Biggs spoke
up.

“You know, Bart.  This incident reminds me of something you
and I had talked about a long time ago.”

Biggs had always respected Jon Barton and once before he had
taken the opportunity to push him for an opinion on the subject of
belief in the existence God.  It had happened in an unexpected
way after dinner one evening when Jon and his wife Carol had
invited Steve and Judy to a concert that was being performed in a
magnificent cathedral in a nearby community.  Afterward, the
two couples had gone for coffee  in a local diner, and Steve
had commented on the beauty of the music and the architecture of
the edifice it was performed in. He clearly remembered that Bart
had replied, “It’s because it’s inspired by the Creator.” 
Biggs had looked at him querulously and asked, “You don’t really
believe that do you Bart?”

“I most certainly do.  There’s no other way as far as I’m
concerned.  Music that beautiful could only be composed with
an inspired force behind it … God’s.”

“Well, I’m not referring to the alleged inspiration behind the
music, I’m asking how you could possibly believe in God after all
that’s happened in your life, the awful experiences you’ve been
through, to say nothing of the holocausts that have plagued the
world since time immemorial?”  Bart’s wife had died three
years ago after a five-year battle with breast cancer and the
family had suffered terribly along with her.  Now he was
married to Carol, who Steve knew was a free-thinker.

“I just believe there’s an answer that we’re unable to
comprehend,” Bart offered defensively.

Steve decided to take the present opportunity to remind Bart of
that conversation, “Do you remember that night after the concert;
we went over this same territory?  I was astounded that night,
Bart, to find out that someone whose intellect I’ve always admired,
whose rational behavior and medical skills is among the most
systematic of anyone I know, could actually believe in something
unsupported by any evidence.”  Gene was listening to this
discussion with deep interest, and would have loved to jump into
it, but still feeling sheepish over his earlier outburst, he
remained silent while Steve Biggs pushed his friend for an
explanation of his piety.

J. Rowland Barton looked him straight in the eye and said
without hesitation, “I’m afraid to not believe, Steven.”  He
called him “Steven” when he was trying to make the most serious of
points at times.   “I agree with you that there’s no
evidence and no logic to it all, but I’m simply emotionally unable
to say that I don’t believe, because every time I have tried to
think that thought a deep ineffable fear overwhelms me and I’m just
unable to say in my o    wn inner mind that I don't
believe it.”

“So you admit that it makes no sense but you are simply in fear
of living with the truth?”

“You could put it that way, but I prefer to think of it as
Blaisé Pascal put it centuries ago.  It’s called ‘Pascal’s
Wager.’”

“Tell me about it, I can hardly believe my ears,” Steve asked
with a hint of sarcasm in his request.

“Blaisé Pascal said, and of course it’s true, that there is no
logic to the belief in God and that there are four possibilities
and consequences that result for anyone who wonders about it and
wants to make the correct choice about believing.”  Here Bart
took out a pen and drew on a clean sheet of paper a square divided
into four boxes.  In each of the boxes he wrote one of the
four following statements:

He doesn’t exist and you don’t believe

He doesn’t exist and you do believe

He does exist and you do believe

He does exist and you don’t believe

Barton then went on to elaborate on each of the four
statements:

“One, ‘He doesn’t exist and you don’t believe’; you’re an
atheist in a Godless universe, and of course there’s no consequence
here because your disbelief is the correct position.

“Two, ‘He doesn’t exist and you do believe’; and again it
doesn’t matter because you’ve just been mistaken as we are
thousands of times in our lives and there’s no consequence. 
You have done nothing wrong.

“Three, ‘He does exist and you do believe’;  This is the
best of all possible worlds, because you’re on the right side of
God and you’ll be rewarded with eternal life in heaven; the best
consequence.

“Four, ‘He exists and you don’t believe’;  This is the
doomsday scenario in its worst form, because you have been wrong in
challenging the most important idea in the universe, or as Pascal
put it, you have ‘lost the wager.’  I simply choose not to
take the chance on being wrong, and so I wager on believing and
thereby avoiding the bad consequence.”

Steve and Gene sat silently looking at him in their incredulity
and could not speak for half a minute.  They were both
thinking the same thing; that this guy was admitting that he was
deciding to believe in God purely out of the fear of listening to
his own logic.  He didn’t really believe; he was just playing
it safe—if there was a God he wanted to be in good with him. 
He was actually lying to himself, and worse, lying to the
omniscient God he professed to believe in and who, therefore, knew
his thoughts.   Steve finally managed to stammer, “Well,
I guess we can’t expect everyone to use the same form of logic that
we think is the best, so let’s let it go at that.  I’m
surprised and disagree with your approach, but you’re still a
friend, and that can’t be denied.  Besides you play a mean
game of tennis, and now I’m even more eager to kick your ass.”

Gene couldn’t decide which he wanted to do more; get into an
argument about the existence of God or get back on the schedule for
the transplant on Monday.  Steve settled it all saying, “Let’s
focus on Carl and Gene and what has to be done.  Gene, you’ll
have to be admitted this afternoon so that we can get you ready for
the procedure.  We have to start you on antibiotics and some
other IV’s.  I’d like to have you back here at two o’clock for
admission.”   They all shook hands and the internist and
the psychologist left Barton’s office, glancing at each other with
raised eyebrows once they were outside the door.  The glances
said, “It takes all kinds.”

When J. Rowland Barton and Steve Biggs played tennis that
evening, instead of the singles competition that Steve was looking
forward to, they decided to play a doubles match, and they were
invincible as a team.  They trounced a cardiologist and a
gastroenterologist in three straight sets and as they walked toward
the locker room, Barton threw his arm around his younger
colleague’s shoulder and said, “You know, Steven, I like those two
atheists. It’s not their fault that they don’t see the light.”

“Hey wait a minute, Bart.  You forget that I’m one of them
myself.”

“Yeah, but you have an excuse; you’re from Mississippi. You
rednecks don’t know any better.” They both laughed at the amiable
teasing that had become part of their long friendship.

“Anyway, We’re gonna have both of them up and running around in
no time,” Bart declared, and then he added, with a touch of
mischief, “That is, the good Lord willing.”

On the drive back to the motel to pack a bag with the things
he’d need for his hospital stay, Gene repeated the discussion that
had taken place in J. Rowland Barton’s office to Ginny and they
both wondered if there was a widespread belief among intelligent
people in Pascal’s Wager, or some form of it?  Were they all
just playing it safe?  Playing the odds?   That’s
exactly how Pascal had put it three hundred years ago; “Weigh the
gain and loss in wagering that God is … If you gain, you gain
all; if you lose, you lose nothing.  Wager then … that He
is.”

Maybe this was the reason millions of otherwise logical people
believed, and the older they got and the closer to death they found
themselves, the more attractive the wager became.  That’s one
explanation for the saying, “There are no atheists in foxholes,”
and as far as Gene was concerned he was determined to be an example
of why it was not true, and the hell with what the rest of them
thought … or most of them.

That evening, after he had been admitted, he related the
incident again to Carl as they were finishing the last of their
hospital dinner and Carl’s reaction was a chuckle and a shake of
his head as he said, “Yeah, I heard about Pascal’s Wager in
graduate school.  You know, I never could understand why
anyone who thought about it at all could believe that God would
prefer a scheming, gambling believer to an honest atheist.”

Gene thought about it a lot as he tossed in bed most of that
night and over the next two nights and off-and-on during the
weekend days as he lay in his room, and it certainly did nothing to
reduce the anxiety he was experiencing regarding the upcoming
surgery.  He thought about how he always had tried to
ascertain the opinions of the scientists or other educated thinkers
whom he admired or read about, and how he frequently examined their
writings in order to determine some indication of their belief
system.  In most cases he was disappointed to find that they
rarely said unequivocally, “I don’t believe in God,” even though it
was clear from their writing that they could not logically hold
such a belief.   He even felt his own convictions a bit
shaken at times when he realized he was so alone and that so few
other human beings, especially educated ones, were in his camp even
among the leading intelligentsia.  Why was he so convinced
when other, far more knowledgeable minds than his, were hesitant to
dismiss any and all supernatural phenomena, including
God?   It was reminiscent of the lost feeling he used to
have as an adolescent when his confused ethnic identity left him
feeling so alienated.

Rather than accept the idea that these people were genuinely
honest believers, he forced himself to consider that there may be
social reasons why these great minds seemed unable to come to the
same conclusion as he had regarding this one superstition, the
existence of God.  Maybe it might have something to do with
the damned society’s scorn for anyone who expressed such an
outspoken belief against the most fundamental idea of philosophy,
i.e., the supreme creative force.  After all, there has always
been a strong revulsion and hatred for “Godless atheists” from
ancient times to today.  The word itself has been used
synonymously with “evil,” and dictionaries still offer as archaic
meanings for atheism,  “Wickedness and Ungodliness.” 
Roget’s Thesaurus, especially older editions, is enlightening for
finding the trail of associations connected with the word
atheism.

In many respects, today in the United States, atheists are a
despised minority, treated with disrespect and contempt similar to
homosexuals.  They are certainly treated as outsiders when the
President of the United States asks an audience to pray, or the
government includes “In God we trust” in official statements or on
currency.  If the Ten Commandments are inscribed on a
schoolhouse or other official building, is it not disregarding the
values of atheists, as if they had no rights?  Gene thought
so.

Even Albert Einstein, the great physicist and cosmologist, gave
evidence of belief in some sort of supreme force, albeit not in the
personal God of the Judaic-Christian Bible, when he said things
like “God doesn’t play dice with the universe.”  Einstein was
referring to quantum theory and his inability to accept what he
felt was the random nature of causality that such a theory
required.  To accept quantum mechanics, he felt, would be the
equivalent of removing Nature’s systematic control over the
universe and so he expressed his belief in a predictable, orderly
and regular universe, and therefore, some form of God.  
But when asked directly if he was religious, Einstein invariably
answered in a manner that ruled out any affiliation with the
traditional beliefs, Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism or Islam and
made reference instead to the “God of Spinoza” or to the awe he
felt for nature, to Deism or simply the wonder and mystery of the
cosmos and its workings.  Nevertheless, Christians loved to
claim that Einstein believed in the God of the Bible based solely
upon his use of the word in the “God doesn’t play dice … ”
statement.

But apparently Einstein was, as many other great thinkers in
history have been, a Deist.  In fact, many of the Founding
Fathers of the United States were Deists, Thomas Jefferson, John
Adams, James Madison and Thomas Paine among others, and later on,
Abraham Lincoln. To Gene it was an act of outright deception when
people like Pat Robertson bragged that this country was founded on
Christianity and that the Founding Fathers were devout believers in
the Bible.  The Deist’s view of the Creator is a long way from
the controlling, prayer-answering, avenging, personal God of the
Old Testament.  Deism is a belief in the “Old Watchmaker” idea
of God which stemmed from the so-called “proof by design” argument
that philosophers are so fond of.  If you find a watch on the
beach, you need no evidence that it was created by someone. 
It’s just too complicated and unnatural compared with the other
forms around it, the seashells, the weeds and the rocks.  It
is too well designed to have just happened there by accident like a
broken clamshell and so you know it was made by someone.  In
the same way, the design of the universe and its complexity makes
it necessary to assume the existence of a creator, God.

Deists accept that The Great Watchmaker made the “great watch”
and set it into motion stepping back to admire His handiwork, but
He doesn’t interfere with its operation.  In that way they
neatly sidestep all the moral dilemmas and other logical
inconsistencies that other believers have to contend with which are
so well expressed by Epicurus’ epigram:

 

IS GOD WILLING TO PREVENT EVIL BUT NOT ABLE?  THEN HE IS
NOT OMNIPOTENT.

IS HE ABLE BUT NOT WILLING?  THEN HE IS MALEVOLENT.

IS HE BOTH ABLE AND WILLING? THEN WHENCE COMETH EVIL?

IS HE NEITHER ABLE NOR WILLING? THEN WHY CALL HIM GOD?

 

Thus, Einstein, whom Gene revered, was a disappointment to him
on that one issue, and he was convinced that other great thinkers
were equally hesitant to publicly commit themselves to atheism,
including Stephen Hawking, the famous cosmologist whose severely
restricted body placed no limits on his vast ability to engage in
speculation about the universe.   Gene was shocked when
he read an account of Hawking’s work in the field of cosmology in
the “Scientific American” magazine that was sprinkled with
references to “God” and “The Creator,” but he was so incredulous
when he read about an audience Hawking and a group of scientists
had had with the Pope in 1981, organized by the Vatican Jesuits,
that he was tempted to write and tell him of his
consternation.   The great scientist had said, “He (The
Pope) told us that it was all right to study the evolution of the
universe after (emphasis mine) the Big Bang, but we should not
inquire into the Big Bang itself because that was the moment of
Creation and therefore the work of God.”

Gene felt that for any scientist to take advice from the Pope,
or any other theologian was a concession to religion that went
beyond the boundaries of science and he was convinced that Hawking
was just placating the Roman Catholic hierarchy or their
constituents, or both.

He believed that this demonstrated the reach of the tentacles of
organized religion even into the sphere of science, and of course
into the media whenever it presented these ideas in print. There
were only a few prominent scientists he had ever heard state
publicly, or in their writings, that they rejected the God claims
of theists and one of them was the British biologist Richard
Dawkins whom he admired greatly.

Gene found himself reviewing his favorite hypothesis that for
all anyone knew, evolution had produced two separate cognitive
species that had still not been identified formally by
scientists.  If you believed in evolution and all scientists
did, then you also believed that the mammalian brain evolved to the
point where homo sapiens’ cognitive capacity was somewhat different
from the previous species it had evolved from whether it was homo
afarensis or homo erectus or homo whatever.  There is no
reason to doubt that there are presently living or co-existing on
earth at least two forms of brain in the human race.  Type One
is capable of believing in the unbelievable and the other, Type
Two, isn’t.  It’s as simple as that.   It seems to
be the most reasonable explanation for how some people—they might
be uneducated and unintelligent or highly educated and
brilliant—are able to say, “I know it can’t be proven
scientifically or logically but I believe it.”  And the other
group with the same categorical descriptions says with equal
assurance and dogmatism, “If it can’t be seen, touched or heard I
can’t accept it.”

There have been some scientists who claim to have found such a
distinction in the brain physiology and anatomy of human
brains.  They say there are some measurable differences, both
behavioral and anatomical, to support the notion of two
evolutionary lines.  Two brain species that permit two
separate forms of thought about the existence of God and a whole
range of other supernatural beliefs.  It’s too bad no one will
be around to see which one turns out to be correct, because those
who are in category Two are convinced that when you’re dead you’re
dead and there will be no way for anyone to say, “I told you
so.”

Was his absolute skepticism a result of his impeccable logic, as
he liked to believe, or was it merely the result of his rebellion,
ingrained in childhood, that made him want only to resist, to
oppose, to criticize and to denigrate?  Was he still reacting,
fifty years later to Miss Shaw’s impromptu Bible lesson and Father
Alexander’s duplicity when he stood implacably against ideas that
emerged from people he greatly respected and admired but who
exhibited the slightest degree of spiritual orientation?  Carl
had put it plainly and undogmatically—the answer is still out
there, the data was far from complete—yet Gene was still unable to
consider it.

On Monday morning as the anesthesia closed the door on his
mental gymnastics he succumbed to the control of the operating room
staff under the guidance of Dr. J. Rowland Barton, a theist who
believed that a cost-benefit -analysis could pave his way to
Heaven.
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APOLOGIA

 

The surgically masked face of the anesthesiologist was the last
conscious perception of Gene Geminni as he slipped into the vortex,
down through the black holes and sank into the murky oceanic
depths. Gene transited through realms of ineffable mystery and
epochs that connected solidity with ephemeral elusiveness and
wonder, yet he was helpless to examine, understand or influence his
journey into unconsciousness.  Drifting past the event horizon
into the singularity of knowledge where judgment diverges from
primordial awareness, he entered a world he had glimpsed only in
transitory nanoseconds when trauma, chemicals or sleep had invaded
his impregnable cognitive self, which he now surrendered.

Gene Geminni didn’t believe in anything but the immutable laws
of physics and chemistry which had existed throughout
eternity.  His faith, if it could be called that, lay in the
magisterial rules of reason and logic.  Despite all this, he
sometimes felt an inexorable press toward a rendezvous with
something called destiny, but he would be the first one to deny
that there was such a thing, or that there could be anything other
than the wheeling of the galaxies and the spinning of electrons as
the universe danced to the rhythm of Newton’s, Galileo’s and
Einstein’s symphony.

He tried to lead an ethical existence even though crime and
greed had been part of his early behavior.  His natural
tendency was in contradiction to the old adage of “think before you
speak (or act)” but with maturity came a gradual increase in
rational behavior that was more consistent with his belief system
and a dependability that elicited admiration from friends and
colleagues alike.  He was someone you could count on.  He
had demonstrated that specific behavior many times, most recently
by contributing a vital part of his own anatomy to another human
being.

Now there was going to be a person who shared some of his
protoplasmic material and who needed some part of him to
survive.  It didn’t make any difference if there was a
spiritual or metaphysical code that had to be interpreted in order
to decide what course to take.  He moved in the direction he
had always moved in and that was toward the person in need. 
If that wasn’t ethicality, what was?  As far as he was
concerned there was no necessity for some man-made collection of
confusing and contradictory fables to tell him what was right and
what was wrong.  Humans have a capacity to arrive at an
ethical and moral existence for themselves; it just requires some
time to develop it, some hard work, and luck.  Now all of this
hard-won complexity of cognitive substantiality was gone and his
secular kingdom of autonomous skepticism was lost in the careening
chaos of uncontrolled unconsciousness induced by an
anesthesiologist under the command of a God-fearing surgeon.

A few feet away on another table surrounded by a transplant
team, Carl Petersen who didn’t always agree on the details with his
half-brother, although he was pretty closely aligned on the major
points, was himself already pirouetting through cerebellar
labyrinths of ethereal speculation as the density and rigidity of
universal matter dissolved into gaseous nebulosity.  Carl had
no reason to believe there was a God of the type claimed by most of
the believers of the world, but for him the evidence wasn’t all in
by a long shot and ironically, since he was a physicist, in
contrast with his half-brother, there was something that made him
believe that physics would not be able to explain it all.  In
his opinion, the moment of the Big Bang was the key to all the
theorizing, and that was still wide open to speculation.

Neither of them believed in anything as unprovable as fate or
destiny.  There was no elucidation that would satisfy either
of them in explaining how their lives had intersected other than
the random events of a random universe—that which might have seemed
bad, had its element of good and the good was frequently the
repository of hidden misfortune.  Carl was right in
maintaining that Victor’s seemingly unexamined and unmotivated life
had produced some pretty strange (for a failure) accomplishments
and acts of nobility. What difference did it make if a causal chain
could not be precisely established or described if the outcome
could produce such sublimity?

Three hours after they went into surgery the brothers were back
in their respective rooms which were several doors apart.  The
staff had deliberately arranged this because they wanted to
encourage walking after the first day or so and placing them in the
same room would have been an inducement for them to lie around and
gab.  At eight o’clock, the next morning, feeling a lot of
pain in his side, Gene followed the advice given the previous day
by the Transplant Coordinator, Troyleen Brown, and managed to get
up and out of bed.   As he gingerly shuffled down the
hall to his brother’s room, he could hear laughter coming from
within.   Entering the room he was startled to see the
pretty nurse triumphantly holding up a bag of ruddy liquid, which
happened to be Carl’s first production of urine.  While she
and Carl were marveling at that mundane fact and laughing, Troyleen
announced maternally, “What a good boy,” as if Carl was a
recalcitrant three-year-old who had made his first voluntary trip
to the potty.   The seasoned nurse was a great aid in
encouraging the two men to get back on their feet and to start
returning to their routines on the first post-operative day and
later that afternoon she was able to help Carl get out of bed.

Following breakfast, that morning, while there was a lull in the
routine of nurses, doctors and visitors, Carl, sitting up in bed
while Gene sat nearby on a chair, startled Gene by asking, “Why are
you so angry at Victor, Gene?”

“Because he never encouraged me or gave me any advice on what to
do except to run an elevator.”

“Well that’s all he knew about.  He offered to help you in
the only way he could and that was to help you to get a job when
you needed it.”

“Nah.  I don’t buy that.  Just because a person is
ignorant or uneducated doesn’t mean he can’t have high expectations
for his son.  He could have said ‘don’t settle for just any
old job’ or something like that.  You know ‘become a doctor or
a lawyer.’  Instead he just obsessed about his own problems,
including your mom and you and all the money it was costing him to
keep up the lies.”

“I hope you don’t resent us for what has happened.”

“Not at all.  I just don’t understand why he was so nice to
you and that you have such fond memories of him, while I have
nothing but contempt and resentment.”

“Maybe you have to think about that?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, for example, he didn’t beat you or abuse you.  He
tried in the best way he knew to be a good father.  True, he
wasn’t a talkative person or affectionate, but you said he took you
to the zoo or the beach.  Maybe if you tried to understand his
personality—after all, you’re the psychologist—you’d realize that
he was very limited in his capacities, but there was no malice
toward you.  No intent to hurt you.”

Gene was quiet for a while.  He scanned the memories of
last half century for some evidence that he was wrong about the man
who was father to both of them.  When he spoke it was with
bitterness and anger.

“I have to force myself to feel pity or understanding for the
man who should have been my idol.  When I was a kid, some of
my friends used to say, ‘My Dad’ with the same admiration in their
voices as when they said ‘Joe DiMaggio.’  I’ve heard other
men, friends or colleagues of mine, talk about their fathers as if
they were a best friend or a role model and they feel sadness
because they are now gone from their lives, but they draw something
from those memories which makes them feel good and enriches their
own lives.  I have none of that.  When I stood on a
street corner in Manhattan twenty-one years ago and saw a picture
of him lying dead on a morgue slab, I consciously had to ask myself
how I was supposed to feel or act.  I honestly felt no loss,
only bewilderment over how it had all happened.  No, Carl, I’m
sorry.  The problem was not mine.”

“I disagree, brother.  I had no father as far as I knew,
and of course, I never suspected that it was Victor.  I saw
Victor as a friend of my mother’s who only visited about once a
week.  He didn’t talk to me about becoming an astronomer or
even going to college.  Sure he seemed nice and I did like
him, but the difference in the way he treated us is
negligible.  I pursued my education and career because I was
motivated to do so, and not because anyone else either encouraged
or discouraged me.  I think you’re placing too much blame on
Victor.”

“What about the ten years I’ve lost in finally getting a career
or getting away from the petty crime and other shit I wasted so
much time on.  How about that?”

“You wasted part of your life?  You know something?  I
wouldn’t mind trading places with you.  Not that I’m unhappy
with my life.  But maybe you’re using the wrong criteria to
evaluate where you are in life or what you’ve gotten out of
it.  From everything you’ve told me about Ginny and your
daughters, you have the most precious things in life in
them—loving, devoted, caring, good people—how did Victor prevent
you from making them part of your life?  If he was such a bad
or negative influence, how did you attract Ginny and keep
her?  The answer is simple to me.  You did it yourself,
and you could have done the same with your career and the rest of
your life, but you didn’t.  Victor could have said, ‘Why do
you want to go out with her?  She’s not that good’ or said
lots of things to discourage you, but he didn’t.”

“He really had no choice.  No one would have said anything
negative about Ginny, because she is such an outstanding human
being.”

“My point exactly.  It was your doing that enabled you two
to form the relationship that you now enjoy, and it could have been
the same in other areas of your life.  Victor is just a
rationalization—if I may butt into your area of expertise—for the
fact that you were not motivated to do other things.  Maybe
the excitement of crime appealed to you more than sitting in a
classroom did.  But that’s you, not your father.”

“You know, Carl.  I always felt I was on the outside,
looking in—as if I didn’t belong—because my father had no viewpoint
on anything worthwhile—nothing to impart to me.”

“What’s wrong with being outside, looking in,” Carl asked? 
“It’s the greatest vantage point of all.  Most astronomers
would give anything to be outside of the universe so they could
look in on it and observe its complexity.  The “outside” is
the perspective of creativity—the artist, the writer, the
musician—they all struggle to get outside of the mainstream and
look in as objective observers at the conformity of the
insiders.

“How do you account for the fact that you became a free-thinker,
and apparently were one by the time you were an adolescent? 
Don’t most kids adopt the attitudes of their parents, their
indoctrination, their religious philosophies?  How did he stop
you from becoming what so few people are able to become—a person
capable of rejecting the dogma of centuries?  Only five or ten
per cent of people in this country are able to look at things
differently than from the traditional Judeo-Christian perspective,
and you’re one of the privileged few.  Yeah, you were and are
outside and looking in, but that’s a terrific advantage as far as
I’m concerned.  Does Victor get credit for that?  I don’t
understand you.” Carl was now sounding slightly annoyed.  “You
refuse to give up on your blaming of Victor for everything in your
life that has gone wrong, yet you’re unable to see the evidence
that absolves him from most of it.”

“What the Hell do you mean?”

“Well consider this.  Victor contributed half of his genes
to you and he did the same for me.  Neither of us has done
very badly in life, in fact we’ve turned out way above the
average.  He was unmotivated, yet you and I are very
successful in our careers.  He was withdrawn and secretive and
both of us are outgoing and involved in life.  Victor was
selfish and deceitful and you, at least, have been most altruistic
in giving up one of your kidneys to a comparative stranger.  I
hope I can give something equally important to another person some
day.  As far as deception goes, you are one of the most
straightforwardly honest guys I know, and I try to be the same
way.

Where did these traits come from?  Can’t you see that
Victor hasn’t done anything to prevent you from achieving all that
you have.  Instead of looking at his influence as obstacles
you’ve had to work around or climb over, you could choose to see it
all as paths we have to take to arrive somewhere, and maybe without
that obstacle you wouldn’t even have tried to get anywhere. 
It’s futile, self-defeating and irrelevant to criticize what Victor
was.  I believe you could benefit from re-examining that.”

Gene knew that the logic was incontrovertible and that he had
formed the habit of relying on his father’s shortcomings to prop up
his own former failures.  Maybe it really was time he began
looking at things differently and he promised himself to think
about what he had been doing all these years in blaming his
parents.  For the remainder of that day and during the
restless post-operative second night in his hospital bed he thought
more about Carl’s point of view than of the nagging soreness in his
side where his kidney had once resided and which was now providing
normal urinary function to his half-brother.
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Chapter 27

GEMINID RENDEZVOUS

 

The Geminid meteor shower takes place each year around December
13 and to observers of the night sky is one of nature’s most
thrilling astronomical displays.  It is called the “Geminids”
because the meteors appear to emanate from the constellation Gemini
whose two brightest stars are named after the mythical twins Castor
and Pollux.   Meteor showers occur when the earth’s
majestic elliptical orbit intersects with a swarm of cosmic
debris—usually the remains of a comet—that has been coursing
through space for eons.   The result is a celestial
rendezvous that is inevitable, beautiful and romantic.  The
Chinese believe the Gemini twins are associated with the dual
forces of nature, yin and yang.

The first time Gene had heard the word “rendezvous” was in the
old standard thirties ballad, “Cocktails For Two,” that was playing
on the radio in his parent’s living room when he was about nine
years old.  The song’s lyrics went, “In some secluded
rendezvous, that overlooked the avenue … ” and he remembered
thinking that someday when he was grown up he, Gene Geminni, was
going to have a rendezvous.

Shortly after midnight, Gene’s pain became severe and he rang
for the nurse who promptly gave him some hydrocodone which sent him
into a euphoric dream state.  Somewhere around two in the
morning he sat up in bed and spoke aloud to himself.  “You
Goddam asshole! How much longer are you going to waste your energy
on this pointless accusation and resentment?  Accept the fact
that Carl’s right.  How could you have gotten to the place in
life where you are, including in this hospital room, if your father
had been such a poor influence on you?  You’re a good
person—an outstanding one, in fact—and neither you nor Victor
deserve what you’ve been laying on both of you.” 

He paused and reflected on what he had just finished saying,
then continued, “Dad—if any essence of you exists—wherever you
are—I’m sorry.”  He didn’t believe his father’s consciousness
existed anywhere in the cosmos to hear him, but it felt good to say
it anyway, and he fell back asleep smiling to himself.

On the third morning after the transplant Gene walked into
Carl’s room where his brother was sitting up and reading a
magazine.  “You did a good job at ‘psychotherapizing’ me,” he
said half-jokingly. “I’ve had plenty of time to think and I feel
like I’ve arrived at some resolution over Victor that I never would
have thought possible.  You’re right.  I’ve got to accept
most of what went wrong in my life as the product of my own doing
and … of course, chance.  That’s it, period.”

“Well, I’m happy to hear you say that.  I hope you remind
yourself of it from time to time.”

“You’ve done something for me that professional psychologists
were unable to do and I’m very grateful to you.  Victor has
been one of the two great sources of anger in my life, and now,
thanks to you, I feel as if I’m able to let that one go.”

Carl smiled and said, “I don’t know if we can call it a fair
swap for a kidney, but it’ll have to do for now.”

“Carl, it’s more than an even swap—I can’t tell you how much
more.”  They were both standing, Carl hanging on to his IV
stand, Gene leaning on a walker that he was pushing in front of him
and simultaneously they each threw an arm around the other, feeling
a spontaneous rush of love and sharing that few people ever get a
chance to experience.  It was the long-delayed “abrazo” that
neither of them had felt was natural or comfortable until this
moment.

For several seconds they felt an immeasurable gain in familial
closeness that, because of everything that had preceded their
meeting, had been unavailable to both of them until now.  Carl
had grown up without siblings and missing the presence of a father,
while Gene had had both, yet at great psychic cost to
himself.  In that moment they felt extremely fortunate despite
the reason for their presence in a hospital.

“While we’re on the subject of anger, if you’ll permit me,
brother,” Carl was sounding like the big brother now, “you sure
have a lot of hostility toward religion and believers.  I
mean, I agree that Rowland surprised me that first day with his
‘Let us pray’ remark, but why did you have to get so furious at
him?  Most of the agnostics and atheists I know just kind of
blow off these sort of behaviors—like they’re not worth getting
upset over.  You seem to be on a crusade with a
hair-trigger.  It’s almost as if you’re trying to turn every
theist into an atheist.  Are you always ready to debate the
question of whether or not God exists, or whether someone should
believe in Him?”

“Does it sound that bad?  I guess I don’t realize how often
I do that kind of thing.  Actually,” Gene said, “I do realize
that there is no point in arguing with anyone over whether or not
God exists, or whether they are correct in their beliefs about
Him.  That’s something I have to get over, because I
understand that it’s like trying to answer the question ‘Is it
hotter in Miami or in the summer?’  It’s the wrong question
and an unanswerable one.”

Carl nodded, “I see, but why then did you find it necessary to
ask me on our second visit together, up at the observatory, whether
or not I believed in God?”

“Because I have this real need to want to only associate with
people who are not so hung up on God or religion.  I wanted to
know early on in our relationship if your philosophy was going to
get in my way, so I don’t invest so much psychic energy
needlessly.”

“Yeah, and I remember that when I asked you how you would feel
if I were a garden variety believer, your answer was, ‘I wouldn’t
be here.”

“Hmmm.  Did I say that?  Well, I guess that wasn’t
very nice.  I don’t know what the Hell’s wrong with me
sometimes.  Maybe it’s my blood sugar level or something like
that.  The real reason for my antagonism isn’t that people
believe in something that I regard as foolish, but rather that they
use the fact of my disbelief and that of other non-believers as a
reason to discriminate against them and deprive them of their
rights.   It’s a political issue with me.  I’m sure
you can appreciate that from your perspective as a gay man. 
You’re not doing anything wrong or behaving badly, but people want
to treat you as an outcast with no rights and besides that, they
want laws to back them up.

“Atheists are treated as if they either don’t deserve to be
considered as citizens, or worse as something equatable with ‘evil
communists’ and drug-pushing criminals.  Maybe not by
everyone, but certainly by large groups of powerful and influential
people, including political leaders.  For Christ’s sake! 
Some of the greatest humanitarians have been non-believers or
atheists, to say nothing of millions of other fine people who have
made great contributions to our society from Mark Twain to Isaac
Asimov.”

“Maybe you’ve got a point, Gene, but you seem to direct your
anger mostly at Christians, and not at the other groups you’re
talking about.”  Carl looked bored and sighed, “I guess I
don’t want to bother with that crap.  I want to lead my life,
do my work, enjoy my leisure time and not get involved in all of
that rancor.”

“Right, so go ahead.  But I can’t.  I have this
compulsion, maybe going back to elementary school days, to say to
someone, you know, just because you are a member of the in-group
doesn’t give you the right to treat me badly and to demean
me.  If you try, even in the most subtle ways, like putting
‘In God we trust’ on a postage stamp that I have to use, I want to
tell you off.”

“I suppose that’s your prerogative.  But most of the
skeptics and non-believers that I know and come in contact with,
are content to keep it all to themselves and just not associate
with theists or people who want to push their religious
philosophies on others.  If their neighbors are church-goers,
they just wave to them as they go off to church on Sunday morning
and continue mowing their own lawns.  What’s the problem?”

“The problem is that they’re not content to let it ride
there.  They want to take it into the realm of politics and
government. Half of the laws on the books stem from some pressure
from Christian organizations, like Sunday closings of businesses
and textbooks outlawed in the schools.   You know, Carl,
I’m surprised that a gay man wouldn’t realize that most homophobia
and anti-gay activism stems from religious bigots, mostly
Christians and Orthodox Jews who claim that you are ignoring the
Bible in your evil practices.  Who are the biggest opponents
to gay and lesbian equality if not Christians?  What group has
the largest and most powerful lobbies in Washington and state
legislatures?  Have you ever seen the signs they carry at
their protest rallies?  They make me sick!  ‘God hates
Fags’; ‘God Gives AIDS to Fags’; Give me a break!  It’s the
notion of Biblical morality that has produced some of the most
severe examples of mistreatment of groups in this country from
slavery in the first two centuries to religious freedom and sexual
orientation today.  If people couldn’t point to The Epistle of
Paul the Apostle to the Romans and say, ‘See, the Bible says it’s
evil,’ on what would they base their criticism of
homosexuals?  Doesn’t that piss you off?”

“I just told you, Gene.  I’m able to live and let
live.  Maybe you have to start thinking about doing that so
you can enjoy yourself more and stop being so fucking angry a lot
of the time.  Part of your problem, maybe a large part, is
that you’re angry at the easiest bunch to be angry at—the
fundamentalists, of whatever persuasion.  Most of those kind
are like the Branch Davidians and Jerry Falwell’s bunch. 
Anyone with half a brain can see that they’re in a league of their
own and not worth dealing with.  There’s no way to use reason
with them.”

“You know what, Carl?  I don’t see any difference between
some self-proclaimed ‘Exalted Spirit’ who convinces his followers
of his celibacy and immortality and then goes on to father a
mystery child shortly before some crazed adherent murders him, and
the story of Jesus, Mary and Joseph which is accepted by three
quarters of the people in this country.  In fact, I believe
that the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John are as
preposterous as the fable that Santa Claus makes an annual
world-wide distribution of billions of presents and toys to kids in
celebration of the birth of Mary and Joseph’s child.  No sane
adults believe that one yet hundreds of millions of them accept the
claim that when some black-garbed, possible-pedophile pops a wafer
into someone’s mouth while mumbling ‘the body of Christ’ it confers
eternal immortality and salvation on them.”

“Wow!  Man, you are far out.  I guess the only thing I
can say to that is that you’re assuming that most people take the
Bible as literal truth, and when you do that, in a way you set
yourself up for constant battle because you’re always focused on
the wrong people.  What about all the believers, especially
Christians and Jews, who are liberal?  Who believe in and
support the separation of church and state and accept homosexuals
and abortion and birth control.  Who see the Bible as allegory
or tradition or a source of inspiration?  Do you know that
most of the opposition to teaching creationism in the public
schools comes from liberal Christians and Jews.  Come
on!  There’s millions of them around; tens of millions and you
should start thinking about them when you think ‘believer’ instead
of the lunatics who insist the women in their congregations have to
wear long sleeves because it’s sinful to expose flesh.”

By now Gene was feeling assaulted by his half-brother whom he
respected and admired for his insightful competence in science and
philosophy.  He sat there silently for a few moments and then
got up and started to walk back to his room.

“Gene, did I offend you with my confrontational approach this
time?” Carl asked anxiously.

“No, I’m just going back to lay down and rest.  You’re
playing psychologist again, and I’ve learned to pay attention and
to do my homework.”  He walked down the corridor and reflected
on his own incessant fury at the believers of the world who failed
to live up to his standards and for the moment he decided it was
best not to respond.

Later that evening, Carl dragging his IV, knocked on Gene’s door
and entered saying, “Can I come in?  I’m not sure I’m
welcome.”

“Oh don’t be a jerk.  You’re always welcome. I’ve been
thinking about what you said this morning and it’s just all too
overwhelming for me to digest at once.  That may have to
remain a difference between us—that I’m a hot head—a hard nose—and
unable to change my fundamental ways, because I want to fight
rather than compromise.  Maybe I see myself as the
fundamentalist of atheism.  Someone has to be on the lunatic
fringe in order to balance their counterparts among theists.”

“Well go ahead then, as long as you don’t find yourself, and
Ginny, looking around for someone to talk to.  You know, you
are sort of forcing her to join you in your crusade, even though I
see her as much more like me in that she can coexist with
them … even the Bible thumpers.  You are making it
difficult for a gentle, gregarious and congenial person like her to
be with people she would otherwise have no quarrel with.”

“Boy, you sure know how to hurt a guy, but you know what? 
You’re right again.  Gene Geminni is going to turn over a new
leaf, and I’m starting out by joining the Southern Baptist
Association as soon as I get back to Florida.  I’ll call my
old friend Tom and ask him to sponsor me.”

“Weeeell … , I wouldn’t expect you to go that far, but
taking a Christian to lunch might not be a bad way to start.”

Four days after the surgery, it was apparent that both men were
in excellent condition, and Gene was told he would be released
within two or three days and would be able to go home and return to
normal activities.   As the recipient, Carl would need to
spend an additional week in the hospital to make sure there were no
rejection problems, but that was looking most encouraging, and
aside for some minor issues which he was assured were common, he
was making a good recovery.

The procedure had been a complete success, and for most of the
week during recovery, Gene thought less about his father than he
ever had before in his life and he attributed it to Carl’s patient
and persistent persuasion in defending Victor’s innocence.  He
was grateful for Carl’s insightful analysis and realized that his
brother had emotional qualities that he would do well to try and
emulate. He felt like he wanted to spend the remaining two or three
days in talking with him further about the anger in his life,
because he seemed to have a genuine ability to reach Gene’s deepest
feelings.  Aside from his mother, Marge and Ginny, he was the
only functioning adult who had known Victor during Gene’s youth and
had an understanding of him that had meaning to Gene.

On Saturday night, December 8, Gene paid his last visit to Carl
as he and Ginny made preparations to fly back to Tampa the next
morning.  After the three of them talked for a while, Ginny
left the brothers alone and took a cab back to the motel
room.  She knew it was a special time for her husband and
brother-in-law.   For about an hour, Gene and Carl talked
about all that had happened in the past ten days, and then they
stepped out into the cool night air of the balcony off the
visitor’s room.  Overhead mighty Orion wheeled around the Pole
Star followed by Gemini and the Seven Sisters of the Pleiades.

In silence they gazed up and out into the eons and the light
years of the immensity and blackness of space and across
immeasurable time and without exchanging words they both knew that
there is something that is even greater and more beautiful than the
vault of the cosmos or the wonderment of infinity.  The thing
that surpassed all the knowledge and understanding of the universe
was indefinable and immeasurable and it was called simply love—the
deep caring of one being for another.  Beyond the processes
and accumulations of investigation and study was the simple inborn
emotion that surpasses everything else humans are capable of
achieving and it was available to all who desired to share in
it …   and it was free.

Two weeks after their arrival in California, Gene and Ginny were
on a plane back to Tampa where the Barkleys would be waiting to
drive them back to Half Moon.  Their decision was to sail her
back home and wait another month before resuming their original
plans for the voyage. The Barkleys were as reliable as the
appearance of the sunrise.  They took the weary Geminnis back
to their boat where they had already replaced all their provisions
and had the dinghy tied securely astern.

“I can’t tell you two how much we appreciate your kindness and
hope we can return it someday, ”Ginny said as she hugged Jeanne
Barkley.

“We’ll look forward to that.  We may run into you in the
Keys if that’s your first stop this spring.  We’ll stay in
touch by mail.”


           

As Gene motored the Half Moon out of the slip and into the
Caloosahatchie Channel, he felt a kinship with the Christian tax
evader who was, in many respects as complex and multi-dimensional
as himself—although just a bit toward the other end of the
philosophical spectrum.

On the second night after departing the Barkley’s slip, the Half
Moon lay at anchor along the rim of Lake Okeechobee.  It was a
cold clear night for South Florida, and Ginny and Gene sat at the
salon dining table playing a game of Scrabble, and following their
custom, the VHF radio was set to channel 16.  Suddenly,
eerily, heart-stoppingly, a voice announced, “Half Moon, Half
Moon.  This is the Marine operator holding land traffic …
.”  When the connection was finally made, a man’s voice
cheerfully announced, “Hey Ginny, Gene, It’s me.”  It was
Carl.

“I wanted to remind you guys that it’s December 12, and the
Geminid meteor shower is scheduled in a few hours.  I was
afraid you might forget given all that’s been happening the last
few weeks.”

“Carl, how are you doing?  You scared us for a second
there … kinda reminiscent of the call we got a few weeks ago
from your Mom.”

“Sorry about that.  I’m doing great.  They’re turning
me loose on Friday.  I just wanted to be sure you got to see
the Geminids tonight.   You’ll get to see them before I
do out west here.  Get out in your cockpit sometime after four
A.M. and look toward Gemini.”

“Will do and we’ll be thinking of you.  I love you
Carl.”

“Me too,” chimed in Ginny.

“I love you guys and I have to confess that I was hoping you’d
still be hanging around here for tonight, just so we could watch
the Geminids together.”

“Well, we will be watching them together, only we’ll be
separated by a few thousand miles.  Tell you what.  We’ll
set our alarm for four A.M. and if you get out there at one, then
we’ll all be watching at the same time.   We can have a
sort of Geminid Rendezvous.”

At 4:00 on the morning of December 13, the alarm went off in
Half Moon’s tiny cabin sending Gene and Ginny stumbling out into
the crisp night air as the sailboat lay at anchor on the dead-calm
lake.  Its surface glistened as it reflected the moonless sky
above them which was velvety black yet made brilliant by the myriad
glowing points of our galaxy’s one hundred billion members. 
Periodically one of the glistening specks exploded from the
direction of the Twins and elicited an exclamation of “There goes
one!” or “Look!  Did you see that one?” Although he had
watched the Geminids on many previous occasions, this time was
special and he observed it eagerly because Gene was aware, that a
continent away, another spectator was sharing this almost mystical
experience with him.

Despite every inclination within him to the contrary he
surrendered to the illogical, unscientific thought that there was
not only a connection between the two brothers, but also to the
miniscule, sand-like particulate that was streaming through
eternity in the blackness above them, a connection that defied
explanation, that had no causal link, no materialistic basis for
believing that it was anything more than a brief nocturnal outing
for two separate human beings.

Yet at the same time that the earth was transiting from outside
the ethereal boundary of the stellar swarm to its cometary
interior, with the concomitant luminous display, Gene sensed an
enlightening transition from believing that being on the outside
was a disadvantage, into seeing the benefit that the outside’s
objectivity confers. At that moment he silently affirmed that he
would not relinquish his staunch philosophical individuality. 
In that instant of epiphany, he also accepted the fact that long
ago, Shakespeare had posed the quintessential limitation for
science and its adherents—five centuries before the modern
cosmological revolution—when he had Hamlet proclaim, “There are
more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in
your philosophy.”
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