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Even death can be an assertion of
bravery.

—Arthur Miller


Chapter One

1961: The Island from Hell
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The boy shivered from head to toe as he
stepped off the bus. At six foot one and 135 pounds, his bony frame
was an easy target for the wind. From Brooklyn, the boy had taken
three subway lines and was forced to stand for twenty minutes on a
dangerous, poorly lit street corner in Long Island City, freezing
his ass off, waiting for the bus ride over to the island. Finally,
the old fume bus picked him up, galumphed across the bridge and,
coughing like a smoker with a terminal habit, disgorged its only
passenger along with a nasty black cloud of pollution.

In spite of the cold, the boy stopped to
look around at the intimidating landscape. The streets were
deserted. Ominous shadows from a few solitary streetlamps stood
guard in the darkness. As a blustery wind blew in over the East
River from Hell’s Gate, vicious currents attacked the murky surface
of the water. Even the hardy seagulls quivered as they perched on
the shore railings. North of Coler Hospital, the Triboro Bridge
loomed like a giant freighter that was about to crash into the tip
of the long, skinny island. Sandwiched in between the glitter of
Manhattan and the gloom of Long Island City, this sandbar in the
middle of the East River was a no-man’s-land of dilapidated
buildings and empty lots, the ruins of previous generations. Some
politician with a strong sense of irony came up with the bright
idea of naming it Welfare Island.

Breathing heavily from the frosty air, the
boy made a beeline for the building that advertised Bird S.
Coler Hospital in metallic lettering over the entrance. Why, he
wondered, doesn’t the sign simply say Nut House? People
should say what they mean. The City of New York ran Coler Hospital
as an overflow tank for the crowded psycho ward at Bellevue. Tucked
away on the island, merely a stone’s throw from Sutton Place and
the fashionable Upper East Side, its existence was virtually
unknown. If you wanted to bury a building in plain sight, this was
the perfect place to do it. You were on an island in the middle of
nowhere, a place the rest of the world wanted to forget.

From the outside, it reminded the boy of a
schoolhouse, a typical two-story, red brick institutional building.
Inside, he knew he was no longer in the same reality. The tiles
that covered the walls were yellow, which made sense to the boy
considering the overpowering smell of stale urine that hit him

smack in the face the minute he walked in. If
he closed his eyes, he was in the monkey house at the Prospect Park
Zoo.

The boy wasn’t sure why he kept coming to
this dreadful place. At fourteen years of age, he could think of
better ways to spend his evenings, but he was drawn to it, as he
was drawn to the man. As far back as he could recall there had
always been a special connection between the boy and his
grandfather.
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No one challenged the boy as he navigated his
way through the maze of corridors and up the stairs to the ward
where the old man lay still. A barely noticeable typewritten sign
at the end of the bed identified its current occupant as “Leonnoff,
Harry.” The boy kissed the old man on the forehead.

“Hello, Pops.”

No answer. No movement.

The boy sat down and waited. He searched the
wrinkled face for signs of life. After ten or fifteen minutes of
silence, the old man began to stir.

“Help me up, son,” the old man ordered as
though they had already gone through the formalities of greeting
each other. At least he recognized me this time, the boy thought.
He let the old man lean on him all the way to the urinal. The old
man relieved himself, then they slowly returned to the ward where
the boy lovingly guided the fragile bag of bones, the shadow that
used to be his grandfather, back into the bed. The old man stared
at the ceiling. His eyelids fluttered.

The boy was confused. In front of him was
the most remarkable human being he had ever known. If this is what
fate had in store for such a vital man, the boy would not be able
to face the future. What could he look forward to in his own life?
Seeing the old man this way was like watching Pee Wee Reese strike
out against the Giants. When the Brooklyn Dodgers failed, the boy
felt that he had failed. If you idolized someone, you wanted him to
live up to your expectations.

Listen up, the boy wanted to scream.
This man is Harry Leonnoff! How did it ever come to this?
What in the world was going on inside the workings of his
grandfather’s brilliant, tortured mind?

The boy’s musings were interrupted by a
sudden outburst from the old man.

“You’re under arrest, you little
bastard!”

“What?” The boy inquired.

“You’re under arrest, and if one of these
gorillas touches me, you’re going straight to the morgue.”


Chapter Two

1917: The Face of Evil
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NO KIKES NO NIGGERS

 


Madison Square Park was a friendly spot even
if the sign posted at its entrance was not.

In 1917, Madison Square was surrounded just
as it is today by Fifth Avenue on the west, Twenty-Third Street on
the south, Madison Avenue on the east, and Twenty-Sixth Street on
the north. It was, and is, an oasis of calm in the middle of the
storm. You wouldn’t have noticed much difference on that particular
October day. Not much, that is, as long as you overlooked the goons
and their menacing posters.

It felt good to be alive on a day like this.
The leaves on the trees were starting to turn their remarkable fall
colors. The humidity was nonexistent and the air was crisp. The
bright afternoon sun brought to life the dull browns of the earth
and the pink skin tones of the 20,000 people who had crowded into
the park in anticipation of free entertainment. It was the sort of
clear autumn day that normally brings out the best in New Yorkers.
This particular day, however, seemed to bring out the worst. As
Dorsey Hogan prepared to deliver his speech, the sanctity of a
gorgeous afternoon was about to be defiled.

A shout rose up from the multitude as Hogan
arrived at the Twenty-Sixth Street entrance, buoyed on the
shoulders of his supporters. The cheers went on for several minutes
as the would-be fuehrer positioned himself on the bandstand,
surrounded by a dozen hooligans. He was a short, barrel-chested man
who liked to wear his black hair parted in the middle.

As the commotion died down, Hogan pointed in
the direction of Fifth Avenue, where, conveniently, a contingent of
soldiers was marching toward Washington Square before departing for
France. The martial strains of a military band could be heard in
the distance.

“There go the fighting boys!” screamed
Hogan. The crowd roared with delight.

“And who is staying behind to get rich?” he
asked. “That kind,” he replied to his own question as he grabbed
his nose to emphasize his stereotype of a Jew. “The Jews are
against the war, and do you know why? Because making money is more
important to them than their country. The other reason is, they’re
just yellow!”

Americans have always been ambivalent about
getting involved in world affairs. When America declared war on
Germany in 1917, although the majority actively supported the men
who were fighting in France, many people believed it was a big
mistake. Others used the war as an excuse to attack those of German
descent and anyone else who might not be in a position to fight
back. One of the attackers was Dorsey Hogan, an unscrupulous
opportunist whose kind we see quite often in American politics. His
father had come over from County Cork and his mother was a quiet
Norwegian woman who died when Dorsey was five. The father would
come home drunk and beat up the boy, until one day he never came
home at all. Dorsey was eleven. He grew up sleeping under
tarpaulins around the Brooklyn docks, where he learned the ABC’s of
crowd control by watching the labor leaders attempting to organize
the waterfront.

Along came the war and Hogan saw opportunity
knocking. Masquerading as a patriot, he used his oratorical flair
to stir up the local wards in Brooklyn. These were the days before
television or the microphone. If you were going to speak in public,
you had to project to an audience of thousands without the crutch
of technology. Hogan was a charismatic speaker whose big voice
inflamed the mobs with the help of two convenient scapegoats:
socialists and Jews.

In a way, Dorsey Hogan was ahead of his
time. He foreshadowed McCarthy by taking aim at the socialists. In
his vilification of the Jews, he borrowed a platform that had
sufficed for two thousand years and which would soon reach its
zenith with a little Austrian fellow by the name of Adolf Hitler,
who at this very moment was trying not to get his ass shot off in
the muddy trenches of the Western Front.

The socialists and the Jews, according to
Hogan, were not only against the war, they were secretly profiting
from it. He noticed that he could get applause without taking much
of a stand on any real issue if he simply waved the flag and then
launched into his anti-Semitic tirade. Wherever he spoke, whether
in Park Slope or Flatbush or Bay Ridge, the Jewish shops would be
stoned and boycotted. No one dared to stop Hogan, in no small part
because of the coterie of thugs who would beat up anyone foolish
enough to try to argue with him. The leaders of the Jewish
community in Brooklyn appealed to the police, but they were told
that Hogan had not broken any laws. The politicians were afraid to
take him on in case it would jeopardize the votes of Hogan’s
admirers.

So Dorsey Hogan was finally achieving his
life’s ambition. He was becoming a power to be reckoned with in the
city. Today he was speaking in Manhattan. Yesterday Brooklyn,
tomorrow the world.
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Famous for its matzo ball soup and rude
waiters, scruffy Ratner’s restaurant on Delancey Street was the
unofficial headquarters of Jewish politicians, lawyers, and anyone
who was anyone on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. “It had no
atmosphere whatsoever,” said one Ratner’s aficionado, “but that in
itself was part of its atmosphere.” A typical Ratner’s joke went
like this:

Customer: “Waiter, my soup is cold!”

Waiter: “Let me see.” He grabs the
customer’s spoon and tries the soup. “Tastes all right to me.”

On the morning that Dorsey Hogan was
preparing to address the crowd at Madison Square, twelve prominent
Jewish professionals met at Ratner’s to find a way to stop him. The
group seated around a long table included several high-profile
jurists and attorneys, and the editors of most of New York’s Jewish
newspapers.

“The police won’t go near him,” observed the
editor of the Daily Forward. “Nobody wants to know from
nothing. Hogan doesn’t even exist, as far as they care. There has
to be a way to silence this bastard.” The others mumbled their
agreement.

“Did anyone get through to Mitchel?” asked
Judge Sperling of the Municipal Court.

“I spoke with the Mayor last night,” replied
Justice Belnick of the New York State Supreme Court. “He’s getting
a lot of heat to lay off of Hogan. He was very cordial but, in a
charming way, he told me to go screw myself.”

“Can we print that?” the editor of the
Forward asked.

“You can print it on a poster and plaster it
on the door of City Hall,” offered a noted political columnist,
“but you may as well piss up a rope for all the good it will do
you. Look, if the cops won’t get involved, let’s sue this schmuck
in the civil courts.”

“That will take two years,” said one portly
defense attorney. “By the time we get a judgment, if we can
get one, a Jew won’t be able to show his face on the streets of
this city.”

“Wait a minute. I think we’re going about
this in the wrong way,” said Judge Sperling. “The system is
protecting Hogan, right? So what we need here is someone from
outside the system. Someone who is willing to thumb his nose at the
Mayor, the Police Department, Tammany Hall, the whole lot of
them.”

“You want to hire some thugs?” retorted the
political columnist. Several men laughed. “That will make us no
better than Hogan. You must be dreaming.”

“No he’s not.” All eyes turned to a small,
meticulously dressed lawyer seated at the end of the table. “I know
just the man for the job.”

“Would you be kind enough to enlighten the
rest of us?” Judge Belnick asked.

“Harry Leonnoff,” said the small man.

“Leonnoff?” the political columnist
snickered. “Isn’t he the marshal who beat up that pimp in
Harlem?”

“Leonnoff is meshugeh,” said the portly lawyer. “He’s nuts.”

“And he was appointed by Mitchel,” added the
frowning editor of the Yiddish Journal.

“No!” Judge Belnick sat upright. “That’s it.
Leonnoff is just the man we need. He may be a little crazy, but
he’s fearless.”

Everyone had to agree.

“I’ll say this about Leonnoff,” said the
editor of the Forward. “There are some things all of us
would like to do, but we’re afraid to. That son-of-a-bitch
Leonnoff, he’ll go out and do them!”

“If he believes strongly enough in
something,” said the small man, “nothing can stop him.”

“But can we convince him?” asked Judge
Sperling.

There was a moment of silence.

“Milt,” Belnick said to Sperling, “the city
marshals come under the jurisdiction of the Municipal Court. That’s
your bailiwick.”

“So?”

“So call Leonnoff. See if he’d like to come
over here and join us for some nice hot matzo ball soup.”
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Marshal Harry Leonnoff sat with his bum leg
resting on the desk. The open jacket of his dark, double-breasted
suit revealed a flashy red tie and a pair of lavender suspenders.
If you looked hard enough, the grip of a large thirty-eight special
peeked out at you lasciviously from the top of his waistband. The
oversized foot enjoying the comfort of the desk was encased in a
heavy, black orthopedic shoe that resembled a combat boot. His
hands were stuffed in his trouser pockets. From the bored
expression on his face, he might have been mistaken for your
average, balding civil servant. At the opposite side of the desk
stood a well-dressed, well-fed, middle-aged white man with a
mustache, and a short, stooped, older black man with a crest of
snowy white hair.

“He hasn’t paid his rent in two months,”
said the white man with the hint of a brogue. “There is no reason
why I should have to support this lazy bastard.”

The black man did not reply. His bloodshot
eyes were trained on the floor. He nervously fingered an old
cap.

“What have you got to say for yourself,
Jesse?” the marshal inquired of the black man in a theatrically
powerful bass baritone that was used to giving orders. As Harry’s
face came to life, intelligent blue eyes sparkled over an
aggressive nose and strong Mongol cheekbones.

“Jeez, Mr. Harry,” replied the black man. “I
been payin’ ma rent fo’ six years to this here man. But ah done
lost ma job down at the Navy Yard when ah got hurt. Ma wife she
cain’t work no mo’. He axed me for da rent money, and ah begs
him.”

“These niggers all have one excuse or
another,” said the landlord. “I’m sick and tired of it.”

“Please, Mr. Harry,” said Jesse. “Ah’s gonna
pay him just as soon as ah gets me a job. Don’t let him throw me
out in da street.”

“Is that true?” asked Harry. “Has he paid
his rent for six years straight?”

“Well, yes, but ... can I talk to you
privately for a minute, Mr. Leonnoff?”

“Jesse,” said Harry, “Go wait over there by
the window for a minute.” He beckoned to the landlord to come
closer. “What’s on your mind?”

“Look, Mr. Leonnoff,” whispered the man.
“You and me, we understand each other.” He reached into his pants
pocket and produced a twenty-dollar bill. “This is a simple case.
He doesn’t pay his rent. He gets evicted. It’s too bad. I don’t
like it and you don’t like it, but it happens every day.”

In 1917, it did happen every day. Rent
strikes were a common occurrence of the period, and so the
marshal’s job of executing eviction judgments against tenants could
be extremely lucrative. An enterprising marshal could earn a small
fortune in fees and payoffs, which made the job a sought-after perk
of public life. When Mayor John Purroy Mitchel appointed Harry
Leonnoff as city marshal, it was a plum patronage assignment.
Harry’s take was more than $20,000 per annum, a king’s ransom by
the standards of the time. A practice that is now frowned upon, in
Harry’s day the offer of a twenty-dollar bill for looking the other
way was not at all unusual, and this landlord knew it.

As the man expected, Harry palmed the
twenty, winked at the landlord, and called for the black man.

“Jesse, how much is your rent?” asked
Harry.

“Eight dollars a month,” replied Jesse.

Harry leaped up with surprising speed and
stuffed the twenty into the dumbstruck landlord’s vest pocket.

“Here’s for the two months he owes you, and
here’s for next month.”

Harry fished out four singles from his own
pocket and jammed them into the vest with the twenty.

“That’s twenty-four bucks. You want to count
it?”

“Wait a minute,” screamed the landlord. “You
can’t do that!”

Harry grabbed a leather sap that had been
resting on top of the desk and, from the intimidating vantage point
of his not quite six feet, held it up as if poised to strike. The
white man flinched as Harry’s disarming blue eyes cut him in
half.

“Listen you prick,” Harry said in a loud,
booming voice that startled everyone in the large room. “You got
your goddamn rent, now get the hell out of here before I throw you
out on your ass!”

The terrified white man ran out of the room.
Harry put one arm around the black man’s stooped shoulders and with
his free hand slipped a ten-dollar bill into the pocket of the
man’s shabby coat. Jesse, staring at the floor, began to sob.

“Keep your chin up, brother,” said Harry.
“The Lord will provide.”

The phone rang as Harry escorted the black
man to the door.
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The twelve Jewish peers were waiting for
Harry as he limped into the restaurant. There had been a sense of
urgency in Judge Sperling’s voice. After the phone call, Harry had
bolted the distance from his office on First Street and Second
Avenue over to Ratner’s in less time than it took to cook a matzo
ball. He was more than a little surprised to see the gang that
surrounded him. These men were the Jewish intelligentsia, educated
and self-important, the cream of the crop. With all their degrees,
they needed unlettered Harry Leonnoff to provide the answers. What
would the question be this time?

“Harry,” said Judge Sperling, “I think you
know most of the people in this room. We have a little problem and
we think you can help us.”

“We’ll see,” said Harry. “Maybe you can help
me. I’m hungry. Waiter!” he bellowed in his distinctive voice. The
waiter, a short, rotund man with a huge mustache, came running over
to the table. “I’ll have a bagel with cream cheese and lox,” said
Harry. “And make sure it’s not stale.”

“Harry, have you heard of Dorsey Hogan?”
asked Judge Sperling.

“And waiter,” Harry added. “A hot cup of
coffee and a tall glass of seltzer. What was that, judge?” The
waiter poured Harry a cup of coffee.

“Dorsey Hogan. Do you know who he is?”

“Oh yes,” replied Harry. “The famous orator
from Brooklyn.”

“Famous orator?” snapped the editor of the
Daily Forward. “Poy!”

“Poy?” Harry echoed playfully. “I understand
he speaks highly of you.”

“Hogan never speaks highly of Jews,” Judge
Sperling interjected. “He wants the public to believe that Jews are
profiting from our nation’s involvement in the war in Europe. In
particular, he likes to make slanderous remarks about Jewish
women.”

“He knows my wife?” Harry joked as he added
cream and sugar to his coffee.

“Relief from the authorities is out of the
question,” said Judge Belnick, ignoring Harry’s witticism. “The
police won’t act. The Mayor has stonewalled us.”

“Ah!” screamed Harry.

“Ah what?” inquired Judge Belnick.

“Sorry. The damn coffee is hot.”

“Dat’s vat you asked for, hah mister?”
interrupted the waiter in a thick Yiddish accent. “Hot coffee he
says, hot coffee he gets. Now he complains.”

“Will you go with us to Madison Square and
listen to Hogan’s speech?” asked Judge Sperling.

“Anybody can listen,” said Harry. “You
didn’t ask me here just to listen.”

“A marshal is a peace officer,” said Judge
Sperling. “If Hogan incites the crowd against the Jews, will you
make an arrest?”

Harry hesitated for a moment before
answering. “What time is the speech?”

“Two o’clock,” said the Forward
editor. Harry looked at his watch.

“Harry,” added Judge Belnick. “You
understand that Hogan is always accompanied by a little army of
thugs.”

Harry was familiar with Dorsey Hogan and his
anti-Semitic mudslinging. The man was a menace, but no one had the
guts to do anything about him.

“I don’t care if he has a thousand thugs,”
Harry replied with a grim smile. The waiter arrived with Harry’s
bagel and lox. “But not on an empty stomach.”

The others watched in amazement as Harry
stuffed himself. How can he eat at a time like this?
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What does it mean to be fearless?

Fearless is a misnomer. No one is
without fear. Fear is one of the primary human emotions. A person
who is fearless simply deals with his fear differently than the
rest of us. That person says, “I am not going to allow my fear to
control me.”

Harry Leonnoff was fearless, but not without
having paid his dues. He had been afraid before and he had
survived. This would not be the first time he had confronted a more
numerous adversary with nothing but his wits and his nerve. Driving
over to Madison Square that afternoon, Harry knew he would be
walking into the arms of Dorsey Hogan’s goon squad. The metallic
taste of fear was in the air. He had no choice but to embrace
it.

As he headed uptown, Harry’s mind raced back
to the cradle of his fears. To the end of the last century. To the
Lower East Side. To Norfolk Street.


Chapter Three

1883: The Lower East Side
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We forget that only a short time ago, people
managed to live without many of the conveniences we take for
granted today. When Harry Leonnoff was born in 1883 on the Lower
East Side of Manhattan, his family had no electric light or power,
no radio or television, no computer, no telephone, no indoor
toilet. There were no automobiles, no airplanes, no antibiotics. If
you had asked someone from that generation how they refrigerated
their food, they would have said, “We kept it in a hole in the
backyard.”

Yet life in 1883 was a step up for Abraham
Leonnoff. Compared to the oppression he had known as a young Jew
living in Moscow under the Tsar, the poverty of Norfolk Street was,
if not comfortable, at least bearable. His ancestors had learned
how to accept the suffering that went along with being Jewish: the
mindless hatred, the pogroms, the rapes and killings, the economic
restrictions, the constant fear. The piercing blue eyes of his son,
Harry, were proof positive that a Cossack was lurking somewhere in
the woodpile. But Abe had managed to get out of Russia in 1877 and
made his way first to Riga, then to Liverpool, and finally to New
York on an old sailing vessel with an iron hull and a stifling hold
packed with retching refugees from Europe.

The island of Manhattan grew by leaps and
bounds in the nineteenth century, from a modest population of
300,000 in 1840 to a million and a half by the time Abe arrived.
Impoverished immigrants from Ireland, Italy, Germany, and Eastern
Europe occupied the area east of the Bowery between Houston and
Canal Streets, which became known as the Lower East Side. With
hundreds arriving each week, it was one of the most crowded human
habitations on earth: a thousand souls per acre, a quarter million
to the square mile. In the midst of this congestion, Abe Leonnoff
set up a little tailor shop on Allen Street and in 1882 he married
Ethel Alberts in the old Eldridge Street synagogue. She bore him a
child, Harry, the following year. Two other children, Louis and
Zelda, followed soon after. Zelda died of diphtheria before her
second birthday.

Abe managed to scrape by in this “melting
pot,” but the family knew great hardship and few luxuries. For
Harry, growing up in this underarm of the teeming city was a
challenge to his senses. The neighborhood was jammed with people,
pushcarts, garbage, horses, and horse manure. Block after block of
ugly tenements coalesced into an esthetic nightmare. Every East
Coast city had its slums, but the Lower East Side of New York was
the granddaddy of them all.

The tenement building in which the Leonnoffs
lived was typical of the area. Built right after the Civil War, its
five stories crammed twenty apartments on a lot that measured a
mere 25 by 100 feet. The Leonnoff apartment, 325 square feet on the
third floor, consisted of three tiny rooms: a front living room, a
kitchen, and a miniscule unventilated bedroom. Only the living
room, which faced the street, received direct light and air.
Bathing was conducted in the kitchen. There was no indoor bathroom;
you did your business in the backyard outhouse. Heat for the
apartment came from the coal stove in the kitchen. Garbage was
placed in boxes that were stacked in front of the building on
Norfolk Street. A sympathetic newspaper printed a description of
the unsanitary state of affairs in streets that were swarming with
these boxes: “One festering, rotting, loathsome, hellish mass of
air-poisoning, death-breeding filth.”

In addition to the boxed garbage, Harry had
to deal with human garbage. The streets of the Lower East Side were
not tolerant. If you happened to be Jewish, you discovered at an
early age that life could be unpleasant. When Harry was seven, he
and two friends recognized a group of five Irish boys on Attorney
Street.

“Those are the guys who beat me up last
month,” said one of Harry’s pals.

“Look. It’s that ugly kike,” said the leader
of the Irish gang.

“Get the yid,” echoed one redheaded Irish
lad as he attacked Harry’s friend.

Harry and another boy from Norfolk Street
simultaneously drove their shoulders into the redhead, knocking the
wind out of him. The friend who had been singled out wanted to stay
and fight. Pointing out that they were outnumbered, Harry grabbed
him and the three of them ran like hell.

“Jew bastards!” screamed the Irish boys.
“Kikes! Sheenies! Stay off our block.”

By the age of six and seven, name calling
and violence were daily fare for these kids. It is not surprising
that so many of them grew up to be sociopathic hoodlums. Harry
would get into frequent fights in which he learned to give as well
as he received. It was all just part of growing up on Norfolk
Street.

But Harry’s oldest memories were of
emotional violence in the form of his father’s constant complaining
and panic attacks. Without warning, the old man would tremble and
perspire, his hands would shake, and he would gripe that he wasn’t
getting enough air.

“Oy vay iz mir, Ethel,” he would whine. It’s
the end of me.

“A lung un leber oyf der noz,” Ethel would
reply. Stop talking yourself into being sick.

As the chest pains increased, Abe would
blurt out, “Oy gotteniu!” Oh God! “Look at me. I’m dying!”

Abe had graduated from the school of abuse,
the world he lived in was built on scarcity, and his worldview was
one of helplessness. “We are never going to get out of this mess,”
he would say. The concept that one man can make a difference, that
you can overcome any obstacle and better your lot in life, was
truly American in nature. Harry was growing up with that concept.
His parents had not been so fortunate. Like many of his generation,
Harry felt a sense of estrangement from his Old World parents,
whose languages were mostly Yiddish and sometimes Russian and whose
attitudes were formed in a crucible devoid of hope. But the gifts
of the new world were not going to be handed to Harry on a silver
platter.

In the 1890s, the first great outbreak of
polio visited the slums of the Lower East Side. Exactly why it
occurred at this time has been the subject of much speculation. The
prevailing theory is that before the introduction of modern sewage
treatment plants and other improvements in public sanitation,
everyone was exposed to the polio virus at birth. You would
experience a mild dose during infancy that would confer upon you
lifetime immunity from the disease. So everyone had it, but no one
had it. It just cancelled itself out. Ironically, as sanitation
programs were implemented, the early infections and the resulting
antibody protection disappeared and were replaced by greater
susceptibility to paralytic polio as we have come to know it. One
of the first victims of the epidemic was Harry Leonnoff.
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Children have a remarkable facility for
making do with simple things. On Norfolk Street, Harry and his
friends played a derivative of baseball that came to be known as
stickball. All you needed was an old stick and a ball and you were
in business. By the age of nine, Harry was turning into a strong
athlete. A natural leader, he was always the captain, the one the
other boys wanted on their team. He was big for his age and could
hit the ball harder and farther than most boys several years his
senior. One day, as he was running to catch a high pop fly, his
right leg collapsed under him. He had been sniffling for the past
several days and noticed that his stomach was out of sorts. Now his
leg had fallen asleep. His friends had to help him home.

“Pop, I can’t walk.”

“Always complaining,” Abe criticized, the
pot calling the kettle black.

Whenever Harry tried to express his
feelings, Abe would shoot him down with sarcasm. No one had ever
allowed Abe to have feelings, so why should his son be entitled to
any? Harry would turn to his mother for support, but she would be
afraid to contradict Abe. So Harry learned to keep his feelings to
himself. When a child is taught that feelings are not the subject
of proper conversation, he grows into an adult who feels more
comfortable keeping his mouth shut.

“Go to bed, Heshila,” Ethel advised. “You’re
such an arumloifer.” A street urchin. “All day you play with those
ruffians. Get some sleep, you’ll feel better.”

Harry went to bed with a pain in his leg and
a longing in his stomach. When times were especially tough, the
Leonnoff family would do without supper.

In the morning, Harry tried to get out of
bed. His leg would not support his weight and he fell to the
floor.

That afternoon, Abe took Harry to the
Municipal Clinic on Essex Street. The doctor who examined Harry had
seen a hundred cases like this one. Poliomyelitis, also known as
polio and infantile paralysis, is a virus that is spread orally. In
other words, you breathe it in. The Lower East Side with its
concentrated population was a perfect breeding ground for the
disease. Most sufferers were lucky; they would experience an
infection of the nose, throat, and stomach, and then it would
disappear a few days later. In its deadlier form, polio caused
paralysis and muscle weakness by infiltrating the central nervous
system. In Harry’s case, it was paralyzing his right leg and
foot.

He missed two entire years of school. During
the first two weeks of his illness, he was kept at the clinic.
Harry did not want to stay, but the doctors reassured him that it
would be pleasant and perhaps even fun to be with other children
who shared his predicament. Why, he thought afterward, do people
have to lie? Why can’t they say what they mean? The “fun” turned
out to be a daily ritual of torture that consisted of agonizing
stretching and unbearable exercises to encourage the circulation.
Harry had never experienced pain like this. He did everything
possible to keep the tears and the screams from the sadistic
orderlies. The staff at Essex Street regarded the patients’
feelings with contempt; they were not really human beings, they
were, after all, on the dole. If they felt pain, it served them
right.

Harry would look back on his stay at the
clinic as the most frightening time of his life. Nights were the
most terrifying. He would wake up in the dark and not know where he
was. The disinfectant smell and the omnipresent moaning would
remind him. One odor in particular, a pungent ointment, could
always be counted on to transport him back in time to the terrors
of Essex Street. As he awakened one evening from a nightmare, he
screamed. An Irish orderly came by and demanded, “Quiet, you
fucking little kike! You’ll wake the entire ward.” He was a virtual
prisoner; his paralysis prevented escape, which he surely would
have attempted had he been able to walk. It seemed as though he
would be interned there forever. The feeling of being trapped like
an animal never left him.

The two weeks passed with unbearable
slowness and finally he returned home to Ethel’s chicken soup and
Abe’s complaining. But something had shifted in his consciousness.
He had endured a rite of passage that was rarely experienced by one
so young. The fear that gripped him when he lost the use of his leg
was beyond his ability to express. The pain he endured was a test
that many adults have not withstood with their wits intact. He
could not share either the fear or the pain with his parents so he
taught himself how to cope on his own. The coping mechanisms he
devised made the boy tough but they built up an internal reservoir
of fury at the world for the injustices it imposed on him. Some
day, somewhere, that reservoir would burst.

Twice a week, Abe would take Harry over to
Essex Street for a continuation of the torture. He was terrified
that other children from the block would see him hobbling along on
crutches. Try explaining to a child that he should not feel ashamed
by an illness he had no part in bringing on.

When he was not at the clinic, the boy was
at home in bed. During the first few weeks, he almost went mad from
the combination of pain and inactivity. The most humiliating part
was having to employ a bedpan, for it was impossible for him to use
the backyard privy. At nine, his mind was at the stage where
conceptual thinking was now possible. He would spend hours on end
staring out of the window watching his friends play stickball and
contemplating his fate. He feared that he would be forever stranded
in the depressing apartment. He visualized what his life would be
like as a perpetual invalid, lurching around on crutches, dependent
upon other people for his needs. Occasionally, one of the boys
would look up at the window and Harry would slink back into the
shadows so he would not be noticed. He did not like his friends to
see him this way.

One of the lessons his disease would teach
him is that circumstances often push us into unknown territory that
enriches our lives in ways we never could have anticipated. “Every
cloud has a silver lining,” his mother would say. It happened when
the settlement house sent over some books. Given the choice, the
boy had always preferred physical activity over intellectual
pursuits, but now that the choice had been denied him, he
discovered a fascinating world in the stories and histories that
occupied his long hours of idleness. He was especially drawn to the
story of the Odyssey in a children’s version of Homer. He
loved the Greek hero Odysseus, a strong man who used his muscles
when necessary but preferred to rely upon his wit. Harry’s favorite
story was the adventure with the one-eyed giant, the Cyclops, whose
downfall was his greed. One by one, the Cyclops devoured the men in
Odysseus’ crew. Unable to prevail with brawn, Odysseus got the
Cyclops drunk and then put out his lone eye while the monster
slept. “Who has done this to me?” asked the blind Cyclops. “I,
Odysseus, the son of Laertes,” replied the hero. The story of a man
who triumphed with cunning was irresistible to a boy with no
legs.

In the last days of summer, Abe carried
Harry up the stairs of their tenement building to the roof, which
on the Lower East Side substituted for air-conditioning. In the
street, Harry could see wisps of smoke as the heat evaporated on
the concrete, and in the distance he saw the sailing ships in the
harbor framed by the colossal Brooklyn Bridge (introduced to the
world in the same year as Harry, 1883). He realized for the first
time that a world existed apart from the claustrophobic maze of
streets the Leonnoffs called home. It was the world of Odysseus, of
Columbus, of George Washington. It was the world in which Harry
would some day make his mark. He would use his wits to overcome the
one-eyed monster.
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Six months into the disease, the doctors
told Abe that his son would probably never walk again.

“There is one chance,” a busy doctor told
Abe. “We can fix the boy up with a leg brace.”

“What is this leg brace?” Abe asked.

“Look.” The doctor had no patience for these
stupid people with their strange accents. “The brace goes from the
hip, here, to the knee, here, to the foot. It will force the
twisted appendage into the correct alignment.”

Abe looked confused.

“It has worked before,” the doctor added.
“It might work again.”

“Is this the only remedy?”

“Make up your mind. We’re very busy here, as
you can see.”

Abe saw no alternative and so gave his
consent. The metal brace extended from Harry’s right hip all the
way down to the foot. A bolt went through the heel of the brace.
The device held the boy’s foot and knee immobile so that movement
could occur up and down but not sideways. Harry hated the brace
from the very beginning. He hated the way it constricted his
movements. He hated being seen with it by the other children. He
hated the clinic.

“You’re a very lucky boy to have such good
medical care,” his father insisted. “In Russia, when you get sick,
you stay sick until you die.”

When the boy screamed in pain, Abe merely
said, “God put us here to suffer. Get used to it.” At such times,
Harry wanted to kill his father. He wanted to kill someone.
Anyone! Just stop the pain. What kind of God wanted him to
suffer like this? On the few occasions when Harry had witnessed the
worship of the God of Abraham in their local shul, he found himself
repulsed by the mechanical nature of the rituals. What was this all
about? It seemed so irrelevant to real life. Couldn’t he discover
his spiritual path without the hocus pocus? Like many Jews, the
Leonnoffs did not observe the kosher laws nor did they regularly
attend services. Their religion was as much an ethnic tradition as
a doctrinal creed. Part of that tradition was the acceptance of
suffering. Harry did not want to renounce the traditions, but he
could not believe that any deity worth his salt would want him to
endure the tribulations of polio. No, this deity he was not
prepared to accept. Surely the creator of the universe had better
things in store for Harry Leonnoff.

After he had worn the brace for four months,
the doctors removed it so they could examine the leg and foot. The
process of removal hurt so much that the boy passed out. He had not
yet responded to the treatment, the doctors concluded, and they
decided to put the brace back on for another four months. Harry was
still feeling dizzy from fainting when he realized what they were
doing. It was then that an amazing thing happened. In a shaky
voice, the ten-year-old child instructed the doctors not to replace
the leg brace. He never wanted to lay eyes on it again.

“But you want to walk again, don’t you son?”
inquired one doctor.

“I’m going to walk again,” Harry mumbled,
“but not with that goddamn thing.”

Abe Leonnoff had never laid a hand on Harry,
but now, overwhelmed with shame at his son’s ungrateful behavior,
he struck him across the cheek with the back of his hand. How dare
he speak to them in such a disrespectful manner? Abe and the
doctors went into a corner where the boy could not overhear what
they were saying. Apologizing for his son’s rudeness, Abe was more
afraid of alienating these medical marvels than he was concerned
with trying to help his son.

The doctors repeated their original
prognosis: “Without the brace, the boy will never walk again.”
Their whispering was interrupted by a loud crash. Abe’s slap had
produced the opposite of its intended effect. The boy had been
traumatized by the removal of the brace. Instead of inducing pain,
the slap had restored him to consciousness and stirred up his
resolve. He put the brace aside and, using the wall to hold himself
up, began to hop on one foot in the direction of the stairwell. Abe
caught him just as he lost his balance.

“Pop, let’s go home,” ordered the
ten-year-old boy. The forty-two-year-old man obeyed.
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Andrew Craig was born near Glasgow,
Scotland, in 1857. Immigrating to New York with his father, sister,
and two uncles in 1869, he had trained to be a physician under the
watchful eye of his father’s brother, a Presbyterian minister. The
religious bent he picked up from his uncle clashed with the cold
pragmatism of the hospital in which he hoped to complete his
medical studies. During rounds in a hospital ward, he looked on as
the doctors discussed the condition of a sobbing patient with
pneumonia. Craig was astonished that they completely ignored the
man’s emotional state as he lay there soaking in his own tears.

“What about the feelings of the patient?”
Craig asked the doctors.

The doctors looked at each other, then at
Craig. “We are here to treat the disease,” replied the senior man.
“We cannot concern ourselves with the feelings of the patient, who
is ignorant of his condition and who appears to be delirious
anyway.”

After two years of conflicting viewpoints,
Craig decided he’d had enough of the impersonal medical
establishment and took off to study with some of the more
avant-garde in the field, people whose areas of competence would be
referred to in later years as “alternative medicine.” In 1893, they
were called quacks. But Andrew Craig was no quack. He was
that rare breed of humans who really want to help their fellows. He
decided to specialize in providing care to victims of the polio
epidemic that was sweeping the metropolis.

The City of New York sent Andrew Craig over
to the Leonnoff flat on Norfolk Street for twice-a-week sessions in
which the boy would have his leg and foot massaged, followed by a
series of exercises designed to strengthen the muscle-tone of the
paralyzed area. At first the pain of placing weight on his right
foot caused searing streaks of bright light to flash before Harry’s
field of vision. But as the weeks passed, he persisted. He looked
forward to the visits of this kindly man who, unlike the doctors at
the clinic, seemed to take a personal interest in the boy. Children
are gifted with the intuitive ability to know if an adult is worthy
of their trust. Harry at ten years of age was more perceptive than
his father. The boy had distrusted the clinic doctors from the very
beginning. Andrew Craig’s energy was different.

Mr. Craig encouraged Harry to believe that
he would walk again. He understood that Harry’s body would respond
only if his mind cooperated. He told Harry about how Jesus had
cured the sick and the lame. Harry was not sure who Jesus was, but
he trusted the gentle Scotsman and knew instinctively that the
stories Craig told were metaphors designed to give him strength. At
the same time, he absorbed the sense of faith that had been
nurtured in Craig by his Presbyterian uncle. Later, Harry would
attribute his open-mindedness and ecumenical sensibilities to the
influence of Andrew Craig.

One afternoon, as Harry tentatively placed
one foot in front of the other, carefully heading from his bed in
the direction of the kitchen, he stumbled and fell.

“See what happens, Heshie,” said Abe, “when
you refuse the doctors who want to help you. Face the truth, boy.
You will never walk again!”

At that crucial moment, Andrew Craig placed
both of his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, son,” he
said. “The Lord will provide.”

“What if I don’t believe in the Lord?” Harry
asked.

“Then just believe in yourself,” advised
Craig, “and the rest will take care of itself.”

Over the next four months, as Harry reached
his eleventh birthday, his leg became stronger. With Craig’s help,
he eventually was able walk around the apartment, not completely
free of pain, but determined to overcome both the disease that had
struck him down and his father’s pessimism.
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When Harry returned to school in the fall of
1894, he was able to walk with the help of a boxy orthopedic shoe
that had been made specially for him. It was still painful, but he
had accepted the pain and never let anyone, not even Andrew Craig,
know the heavy price he paid for each step. He had learned a lesson
that would serve him well for the rest of his life and which would
play a major role in the creation of the legend that surrounded
him. At eleven years old, Harry Leonnoff realized that you can
overcome any obstacle if you have guts and more than a little
nerve. Most of us never learn that lesson. As adults, we passively
accept the pain that is part of life. Harry was treated to a
massive dose of it before the onset of puberty.

At first the other children in the
neighborhood were stand offish and distant. As they got used to the
former stickball champion’s limp and his funny shoe, they began to
taunt him in the cruel way that children have of tormenting each
other. One boy in particular picked on Harry every day after
school. His name was Harry Horrowitz and he was the toughest of the
bunch. All the boys were scared to death of him. He would later
become a notorious killer renowned for his ferocious strength and
known to his gangster associates as Gyp the Blood. But in singling
out Harry Leonnoff for victimization, Horrowitz made a huge
miscalculation. He had not recognized that, in order to
overcompensate for his withered leg, Harry’s arms and torso had
developed in strength way beyond his age.

After a week of humiliation at Horrowitz’s
hands, Harry decided it was time to make a statement or else he
would never be able to hold his head high. As Harry was leaving the
school building at the end of the day, Horrowitz snuck up from
behind and stuck his leg out in front of Harry’s lame right
foot.

“Hey gimpy,” Horrowitz laughed as Harry
tripped and began to fall. “You walk like a duck.”

Fortunately for Harry, his fall was absorbed
by two other boys who happened to be in the way. The boys caught
Harry and restored him to his feet. He quickly pivoted on his good
left foot and in the same movement threw a right-handed punch, as
hard as he could, smack into the left side of Horrowitz’s jaw.
Horrowitz, the future Gyp the Blood, tasted his own blood that
afternoon as he sprawled on the pavement, hitting his head on the
side of the building. He was out cold.

From that day forward, no one on Norfolk
Street ever tried to ridicule Harry Leonnoff again. Horrowitz
followed him around like a lapdog, jumping at Harry’s beck and
call. Horrowitz the man, who was known to kill a stranger on a
two-dollar bet, was eventually convicted of murder. As he was about
to be put to death in the electric chair at Sing Sing Prison on
April 13, 1914, Horrowitz bragged to the guards that the only man
who had ever bested him in a fight was Harry Leonnoff.
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The following year, Ethel Leonnoff died of
influenza. She had always been frail. The Lower East Side proved to
be too much for her delicate constitution. Harry could not speak
for a week. At the funeral, Abe kept repeating, “Oy, I’m dying, I’m
dying!” Harry held his younger brother but refused to stand near
his father, whose relentless complaining he blamed for his mother’s
death. For the remainder of Abe’s lifetime, an uncomfortable wall
existed between them. By the age of twelve, Harry was already more
of a mensch than Abe, who prematurely had taken on the look of an
old man. Years of working sixteen hours a day in close quarters had
exacted its pound of flesh. As they lowered the coffin, the boy
thought of Aeneas, the Trojan hero, who left his old parents behind
as Troy burned and he set off on his life’s journey. He would have
liked to shed tears for his mother, but Abe had taught him to
repress his feelings. His anger at the world seethed beneath an
outward show of bravado. As his brother cried, Harry said, “Don’t
worry, Louis, the Lord will provide.”

Deprived of Ethel’s modest income as a
seamstress, Abe was uncertain how he would be able to feed his
children. Harry was forced to quit school. Unable to ride a
bicycle, he was denied the paper route he had worked before his
illness. Instead, he went to work in the forge of Jacob Malakow, an
ironworker from Kiev who made intricate iron furniture for the
uptown mansions. Malakow was a sadistic taskmaster who pushed Harry
to the limit of his endurance. Back in Kiev, Malakow had been
feared by his gentile neighbors for the sheer brutality that was
his defense against rampant anti-Semitism. His father had been
killed by a mob when Jacob was only a boy. Malakow swore that any
man who tormented him would regret it. In 1874, he broke the back
of a knife-wielding anarchist who invaded his home. He was arrested
on a murder charge and beaten by the Tsar’s police, but managed to
escape and, like so many others, found a route to freedom that
ended on Delancey Street.

The kind of work Harry did at the forge was
physically exhausting and intellectually unfulfilling. For three
years, Harry endured the humid heat of summer and the dank cold of
winter in Malakow’s stuffy basement. His muscles grew, but his mind
was restless. The oppressive atmosphere of the forge aggravated an
asthmatic condition. After three years with Malakow, Abe made
arrangements for Harry, age fifteen, to work on an upstate farm in
the hope that the fresh country air would be healthier for the
boy’s lungs. The slum child was about to be exposed to a different
world. But that new world would contain some of the same dangers as
the old one.


Chapter Four

1898: Hey, Jewboy!
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A tree is a beautiful thing. A tree is
perhaps the most beautiful thing on this planet. A tree is soothing
to the eyes and salubrious to the lungs, which depend upon the tree
for oxygen. The fruit of the tree has fed many a hungry belly.
Indeed, our ancestors may have lived in trees. If you ever walk
down the streets of the Lower East Side, one of the first things
you will notice is that there are no trees. There is no green.
There is only concrete and masonry. Human offspring need to
experience greenery just as they need to be touched and held.
Children growing up in an environment that is hostile to the tree
are deprived of a basic ingredient of emotional health and
well-being. Harry Leonnoff was deprived. The only reality he knew
was the reality of concrete.

As the train coughed its way up the east
bank of the Hudson River, Harry discovered for the first time in
his life that the rest of the world was not composed of tenements
and factories. His blue eyes bulged out of his head as he witnessed
the profusion of green on the opposite bank. Once the city is left
behind, the landscape is mind-blowingly altered. First come the
cliffs and palisades, then hills and mountains, all hugging the
majestic shores of a broad body of water that snakes its way up to
Albany and beyond. At West Point, a southbound steamer blew its
horn in recognition of the puffing locomotive with its eight cars
in tow. The New York Central engineer answered with three long
blasts of the whistle. Harry felt the hair on the back of his neck
stand up with anticipation.

Later that same day, as the wagon lumbered
down the long avenue of shady elms that led to Larsen’s Farm
outside of Kingston, Harry was overwhelmed by the explosion of
greenery in much the same way that a citizen of Iowa is dazzled by
the skyscrapers as he walks up Broadway for the first time. He may
as well have landed on the moon. The extreme contrast between this
pastoral setting and Norfolk Street produced a feeling of awe that
Harry had never experienced. Worshipping in this cathedral of
greens and browns and reds and yellows was a religious experience
for a city boy who was raised on the smell of rotting garbage. He
had visited Central Park, but Larsen’s Farm was of a different
order altogether. Turning a corner, Harry glimpsed a contemplative,
gray-haired older man smoking a pipe on the porch of a cozy white
farmhouse with green shutters. Smoke rose from the chimney. A giant
blue jay landed on the porch. The boy thought he had died and gone
to heaven.

Larsen was a tolerant Norwegian farmer who
liked to take in stray people the way others might take in stray
cats. He had responded to an ad from a Jewish relief agency that
offered to place a fifteen-year-old polio survivor in an
environment with clean air. As Harry walked up the steps of the
porch, Larsen had the impression of a tall, lean, good-looking
youngster with a trace of Asiatic ancestry in his cheekbones, a
tangle of dark brown hair, and a limp. He took the boy into the
kitchen and sat him down for a bowl of hot barley soup his wife had
just prepared. Harry warmed to the place immediately. He was to
sleep in an old shed adjacent to the stables. Next door was a barn
for the cows and a big silo for storing grain. Larsen also kept
chickens and pigs, and grew corn that he sold at the farmer’s
market in Kingston.

That first evening, Harry was astonished by
the silence. Every night of his fifteen years had been accompanied
by the staccato of the city. A million people living in that
confined space generated a cacophony of sounds: carriage wheels on
the pavement, human voices ricocheting off of the buildings, fire
alarm bells, the neighbors’ shouting heard through the thin walls.
At Larsen’s it was a lullaby of trees swaying in the wind, crickets
rubbing their legs together, an occasional horse whinny. Harry had
endured two weeks at the clinic on Essex Street and occasionally
slept at Malakow’s forge on cold winter evenings, but this was his
first real adventure away from home. It was the first taste of
freedom and it felt good. The silence was clean. It washed off
layers of soot that had deposited on Harry’s soul. He awakened the
next morning having had the best night’s sleep of his life.

Larsen put him to work right away cleaning
out the stalls and feeding the horses. He made friends with an old
mare by the name of Sourbritches. She too was one of Larsen’s
strays. He had rescued her from the glue factory at the end of a
long career as a racehorse up in Saratoga. She liked Harry and let
him rub her nose. He enjoyed stroking her smooth coat. Animals were
a novelty for him. Abe would not allow pets in their cramped
apartment. During his polio confinement, the companionship of a
four-footed friend would have been a welcome distraction. A friend
was a friend, however Harry could come by one, and in the same
spirit he was introduced to Sam, a black man who in 1863 was born a
slave on a Mississippi plantation. Another of Larsen’s strays, Sam
had been arrested for vagrancy by the Ulster County sheriff. Larsen
bailed him out of jail and gave him a place to live and work. It
was the first time a white man had ever shown him a kindness and he
saw to it that Larsen never regretted his decision. Sam took the
new boy under his wing and showed him the ropes.

In the coming weeks and months, Harry
learned how to milk the cows, groom the horses, feed the chickens,
paint the barn, build fences, and dig ditches. Once he helped Sam
birth a calf. Mrs. Larsen taught him how to cook. Sam explained the
dangers of tetanus from rusting metal, how to avoid an unexpected
kick from an aggravated cow, and why Harry should never,
ever light a match in the unventilated silo. The buildup of
methane gas, carbon dioxide, and ammonia would blow them all to
kingdom come.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/115948
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
A Paperback Original






