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For Karen and Francesca

‘The most fundamental principle of Medicine is love.’

PARACELSUS (1493–1541)

The Great Art of Surgery


‘We have turned doctors into gods and worship their deity by offering up our bodies and our souls – not to mention our worldly goods.

‘And yet paradoxically, they are the most vulnerable of human beings. Their suicide rate is eight times the national average. Their percentage of drug addiction is one hundred times higher.

‘And because they are painfully aware that they cannot live up to our expectations, their anguish is unquantifiably intense. They have aptly been called “wounded healers”.’

BARNEY LIVINGSTON, M.D.

Doctors

‘… the United States loses the equivalent of seven medical-school graduating classes each year to drug addiction, alcoholism, and suicide.’

DAVID HILFIKER, M.D.

Healing the Wounds


Prologue

With a single exception they were all white. And with five exceptions all male.

Some were brilliant bordering on genius. Others, genius bordering on madness. One had played a cello recital at Carnegie Hall, another had played a year of professional basketball. Six had written novels, two of which had actually been published. One was a lapsed priest. One was a graduate of reform school. All were scared to death.

What had brought them together on this bright September morning in 1958 was their common status as first-year students at Harvard Medical School. They had gathered in Room D to hear a welcoming address by Dean Courtney Holmes.

His features could have come straight from a Roman coin. And his demeanor gave the impression that he had been born with a gold watch and chain instead of an umbilical cord.

He did not have to call for quiet. He merely smiled and the spectators hushed.

‘Gentlemen,’ he began, ‘you are collectively embarking on a great voyage to the frontiers of medical knowledge – which is where you will begin your own individual explorations in the yet-uncharted territory of suffering and disease. Someone sitting in this room may find a cure for leukemia, diabetes, systemic lupus erythematosus and the deadly hydraheaded carcinomas …’

He took a perfectly timed dramatic pause. And with a sparkle in his pale blue eyes he added, ‘Perhaps even the common cold.’

There was appreciative laughter.

Then the silver-haired dean lowered his head, perhaps to signify that he was deep in thought. The students waited in suspense.

When at last he looked up and began to speak again, his voice was softer, an octave lower.

‘Let me conclude by disclosing a secret – as humbling for me to reveal as for you to hear.’

He turned and wrote something on the blackboard behind him.

Two simple digits – the number twenty-six.

A buzz of bewilderment filled the room.

Holmes waited for quiet to return, drew breath, and then gazed straight into the spellbound auditorium.

‘Gentlemen, I urge you to engrave this on the template of your memories: there are thousands of diseases in this world, but Medical Science only has an empirical cure for twenty-six of them. The rest is … guesswork.’

And that was all.

With military posture and athletic grace, he strode off the podium and out of the room.

The crowd was too dazzled to applaud.


1

INNOCENCE

‘They enter the new world naked, cold, uncertain of all save that they enter …

‘But now the stark dignity of entrance – Still, the profound change has come upon them: rooted, they grip down and begin to awaken.’

WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS (1883–1963)

Pediatrician and poet


1

Barney Livingston was the first boy in Brooklyn to see Laura Castellano naked.

One August morning in the summer he turned five, he wandered into his backyard and was saluted by an unfamiliar voice.

‘Hi.’

He glanced toward the neighboring garden. Peering over the fence was a blond little girl who looked about his age. He felt a twinge of nostalgia for the previous occupants, who had included a terrific punchball player named Murray. And from what he’d heard, these new people didn’t even have a boy.

Barney was therefore surprised when, after introducing herself, Laura suggested they play catch. He shrugged a sort of dubious okay, and went to get his Spauldeen.

When he returned a moment later clutching a small rubber ball, pink as Bazooka bubble gum, she was standing in the middle of his garden.

‘How did you get here?’ he asked.

‘I climbed over the fence,’ she answered nonchalantly. ‘Okay, vámonos, throw me a high one.’

Understandably, Barney was slightly off balance and bobbled the ball that Laura had deftly caught and vigorously tossed back. For he was still disconcerted by the fact that Murray had been seven years old and still had needed assistance to get over the fence, whereas this Laura had apparently vaulted it with ease.

After an energetic half hour, Barney decided that Laura had satisfactorily filled Murray’s shoes (sneakers, actually). He reached into his pocket and produced a pack of cigarettes labeled ‘Lucky Stripe.’ and offered one to her.

‘No, thanks,’ she responded, ‘my father says I have an allergy to chocolate.’

‘What’s an allergy?’

‘I’m not sure,’ she confessed. ‘We’d better ask my papacito. He’s a doctor.’

And then the inspiration struck her. ‘Hey, why don’t we play Doctor and Patient.’

‘How does that go?’

‘Well, first I “esamen” you, then you “esamen” me.’

‘Sounds kinda boring.’

‘We would have to take our clothes off—’

‘Yeah?’ Maybe this could be interesting after all.

Office hours were held beneath a venerable oak tree in the far corner of the Livingston garden. Laura instructed Barney to remove his striped polo shirt so she could establish that her patient’s chest was sound. This was accomplished by means of an imaginary stethoscope.

‘Now take off your pants.’

‘Why?’

‘Come on, Barney, play the game!’

With some reluctance, he stepped out of his blue shorts and stood there in his underpants, beginning to feel silly.

‘Take that off, too,’ the young physician ordered.

Barney glanced furtively over his shoulder to see if anyone might be watching from the house and then removed his final garment.

Laura looked him over carefully, giving special attention to the tiny pendant between his legs.

‘That’s my faucet,’ he explained with a touch of pride.

‘It looks more like a penis,’ she replied with clinical detachment. ‘Anyhow, you’re okay. You can get dressed.’

As he eagerly obliged, Laura inquired, ‘Want to play something else now?’

‘No fair – now it’s my turn to be the doctor.’

‘Okay.’

In an instant she had disrobed completely.

‘Wow, Laura – what happened to your … you know …’

‘I don’t have one,’ she answered somewhat wistfully.

‘Oh gee, why not?’

At this moment a strident voice interrupted the consultation.

‘Baaar-ney! Where are you?’

It was his mother at the back door. He hastily excused himself and peered around the tree trunk. ‘I’m here, Mom.’

‘What are you doing?’

‘Playing – with someone.’

‘Who?’

‘A girl called Laura from next door.’

‘Oh, the new family. Ask her if she wants cookies and milk.’

An impish face popped out from its arboreal concealment. ‘What kind of cookies?’ Laura asked cheerfully.

‘Oreos and Fig Newtons,’ Mrs Livingston said, smiling. ‘My, aren’t you a sweet little girl.’

Theirs was a childhood paradise called Brooklyn, filled with joyous sounds: the clang of trolleys blending with the tinkle of the bells from the Good Humor Man’s chariot of frozen fantasies. And most of all, the laughter of the children playing stickball, punchball – even hockey games on roller skates – right in the streets.

The Brooklyn Dodgers weren’t just a baseball team, they were a cast of characters – a Duke, a Pee Wee, and a Preacher pitching on the mound. They even had a guy who could run faster than you said his name: Jack Robinson.

They gave their hearts for Brooklyn.

So who cared if they could never beat the New York Yankees?

But not in 1942, for the Americans were still waging war on three fronts: in Europe against the Nazis, in the Pacific against the hordes of Tojo, and at home against the OPA. This was the body President Roosevelt established to ration the civilian supply of essential items to make sure the GIs had the best of everything.

Thus while Field Marshal Montgomery was engaging Rommel at El Alamein, and Major General Jimmy Doolittle was bombing Tokyo, back in Brooklyn Estelle Livingston was battling to get extra meat stamps to ensure the health and growth of her two sons.

Her husband, Harold, had been called up one year earlier. A high school Latin teacher, he was now at a military base in California learning Japanese. All he could tell his family was that he was in something called ‘Intelligence.’ That was very appropriate, Estelle explained to her two young sons, since their father was, in fact, very, very intelligent.

For some unexplained reason, Laura’s father, Dr Luis Castellano, had not been drafted at all.

‘Is Laura nice, Barney?’ Estelle asked as she tried to coax yet another forkful of Spam into her elder son’s mouth.

‘Yeah, she’s okay for a girl. I mean, she can even catch a ball. Talks kinda funny though.’

‘That’s because the Castellanos are from Spain, dear. They had to run away.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the bad people called Fascists didn’t like them. That’s why Daddy is in the Army. To fight the Fascists.’

‘Does Daddy have a gun?’

‘I don’t know. But I’m sure if he needs one, President Roosevelt will see that he gets it.’

‘Good – then he can shoot all the bad guys in the penis.’

A librarian by profession, Estelle was all in favor of enriching her son’s vocabulary. But she was taken aback by his newest verbal acquisition.

‘Who told you about penises, dear?’ she asked as matter-of-factly as she could.

‘Laura. Her dad’s a doctor. She doesn’t have one, though.’

‘What, dear?’

‘Laura doesn’t have a penis. At first I didn’t believe her, but she showed me.’

Estelle was at a loss for words. She merely stirred young Warren’s cereal and wondered how much he already knew. With time, Barney and Laura went on to better games. Like Cowboys and Indians or Gls and Jerries (or Japs), democratically changing from goodies to baddies with each passing summer day.

A year went by. The Allied troops were now invading Italy and the Yanks in the Pacific were reconquering the Solomon Islands. Late one night Barney’s brother, Warren, woke up screaming, with a fever of a hundred and three. Fearing the worst – the dreaded summer scourge, infantile paralysis – Estelle quickly wrapped the perspiring little boy in a bath towel and carried him down the front steps and over to Dr Castellano. Barney, confused and frightened, followed a step behind.

Luis was still awake, reading a medical journal in his cluttered little study, and rushed to wash before beginning an examination. His big hairy hands were surprisingly swift and gentle. Barney watched in awe as the doctor looked down Warren’s throat, then listened to his chest, all the while trying to calm the sick child.

‘Is okay,’ he kept whispering, ‘just breathe in and out for me, yes niño?’ Meanwhile, Inez Castellano hurried to fetch cold water and a sponge.

Estelle stood mute with terror, Barney clinging to the folds of her flowered bathrobe. She finally found the courage to ask, ‘Is it – you know … ?

‘Cálmate, Estella, is not polio. Look at the scarlatiniform eruption on his chest – and especially the enlarged red papillae on his tongue. Is called “strawberry tongue”. The boy has scarlet fever.’

‘But that’s still serious—’

‘Yes, so we must get someone to prescribe a sulfa drug like Prontosil.’

‘Can’t you – ?’

Clenching his teeth, Luis replied, ‘I am not permitted to write prescriptions. I have no license to practice in this country. Anyway, vámonos. Barney will stay here while we take a taxi to the hospital.’

During the cab ride, Luis held little Warren, dabbing his neck and forehead with a sponge. Estelle was reassured by his confident manner yet still puzzled by what he had told her.

‘But Luis, I thought you were a doctor. I mean, you work at the hospital, don’t you?’

‘In the laboratory – doing blood and urine tests.’ He paused and then added, ‘In my country I was a physician – I think a good one. Five years ago when we first came, I studied English like a crazy man, reread all the textbooks, and passed the examinations. But still the State Board refused to license me. Apparently, to them I am a dangerous alien. I belonged to the wrong party in Spain.’

‘But you were fighting against the Fascists.’

‘Yes, but I was a Socialist – something also sospechoso in America.’

‘That’s outrageous.’

‘Bueno – it could be worse.’

‘I don’t see how.’

‘I could have been caught by Franco.’

At the hospital, Luis’s diagnosis was immediately confirmed and Warren given the medication he suggested. Nurses then bathed him with alcohol-soaked sponges to bring down his fever. By 5.30 A.M., he was pronounced well enough to go home. Luis escorted Estelle and the boy to a cab.

‘Aren’t you coming?’ she asked.

‘No. No vale la pena. I am due in the lab at seven. I will just stay here and try to take a nap in an on-call room.’

‘How did I get in my own bed, Mom?’

‘Well, darling, when we got home it was very late and you were asleep on the Castellanos’ couch, so Inez and I carried you and Warren back.’

‘Is Warren okay?’ Barney had not yet seen his brother.

Estelle nodded. ‘Thank God for Dr Castellano. We’re very lucky to have him as our neighbor.’

For a split second Barney felt a pang of envy. Laura’s father was home. Sometimes he missed his own dad so much it really hurt.

He vividly remembered the day his father had left. Harold had picked him up and hugged him so closely he could smell the cigarette smoke on his breath. Often now just watching someone light up a cigarette made Barney feel lonely.

And yet there was one small source of consolation: A small rectangular flag bearing a blue star in a white field trimmed with red hung proudly in the Livingstons’ front window. This told every passerby that their family had a member out there fighting for his country (some households had banners with two, and even three stars).

Late one December afternoon, as the brothers were returning from the candy store with a nickel’s worth of Tootsie Rolls, Warren noticed something surprising in Mr and Mrs Cahn’s front window – a flag that bore a star of gold.

‘Mom, how come theirs is so fancy?’ Warren complained as they were having dinner.

Estelle hesitated for a moment, and then answered quietly, ‘Because their son was … especially courageous.’

‘Do you think Dad will win a star like that one day?’

Though she could feel her face turn pale, Estelle endeavored to answer matter-of-factly, ‘You never know about these things, darling. Now come on, eat your broccoli.’

After she had put the boys to bed, it suddenly struck her that Barney had been silent through that entire conversation. Had he perhaps understood that Arthur, the Cahn’s only son, had been killed in action?

Later, sitting alone at the kitchen table, doing her best to pretend her cup of Postum was real Brazilian coffee, Estelle kept reminding herself of Harold’s frequent protestations that he would be in no danger. (‘Translators don’t get shot at, hon.’) But then didn’t security rules forbid him from disclosing exactly where he was – and what he was doing? A day never passed without some family in Brooklyn receiving one of those dreaded telegrams.

Then she heard her older son’s voice. It was affectionate and reassuring.

‘Please don’t worry, Mom. He’s gonna come back.’

There he stood in his Mickey Mouse pajamas, all of six and a half years old, yet taking the initiative and trying to console his mother. She looked up with a smile.

‘How could you tell what I was thinking?’ she inquired.

‘Everybody in school knows about Artie Cahn. I even saw one of the teachers crying. I didn’t say anything because I thought it would’ve scared Warren. But Dad’ll be all right, I promise.’

‘What makes you so certain?’ she asked.

He shrugged and confessed, ‘I don’t know. But worrying would make you sadder.’

‘You’re right, Barney,’ she said, hugging him tightly.

At which point, her comforter suddenly changed the subject.

‘Would it be okay if I had a cookie, Mom?’

1944 was a banner year. Rome and Paris were liberated, and FDR was elected to an unprecedented fourth term. Some time after the Americans retook Guam. Harold Livingston telephoned his family all the way from California to announce that he was being sent overseas. He couldn’t specify where, only that it would be to help interrogate Japanese prisoners of war. His next communication would be by V-mail – those barely legible miniature letters, photographed on microfilm and printed on slimy gray paper.

The year was also a milestone for Luis Castellano. The State Medical Board reversed its decision and declared the Spanish refugee fit to practice medicine in the United States of America.

Though feeling pleased and vindicated, Luis knew they were moved not merely by the merits of his case, but by the fact that nearly every able-bodied doctor had been conscripted by the military. He and Inez quickly transformed their front ground-floor bedroom into an examination room. He received a loan from The Dime Savings Bank to buy a fluoroscope machine.

‘What’s that for, Papacito?’ three-year-old Isobel asked her father as the quartet of young spectators watched the apparatus being installed.

‘I know,’ Barney volunteered, ‘it’s for looking inside of people, isn’t it Dr Castellano?’

‘You are right, my boy,’ he nodded, patting Barney on the head, ‘but good physicians have already a machine for looking at their patients’ insides.’

He then pointed to his temple. ‘The brain is still the greatest diagnostic tool a man can use.’

Luis’s reputation – and his practice – quickly grew. King’s County offered him hospital privileges. Now he could send specimens to the laboratory where formerly he washed test tubes.

Sometimes, as a special treat, the children were allowed to visit his medical sanctum. Barney and Laura could touch some of the instruments and peer into their younger siblings’ ears with the otoscope, provided they would then allow Warren and Isobel to listen to their chests with a stethoscope.

They had almost become a single family. Estelle Livingston was especially grateful. The only other relative she had was her mother, who – when other babysitters were not available – would take the subway from Queens to stay with Warren while Estelle worked in the library.

But she knew that boys needed a masculine figure in their lives and understood why Barney and Warren had grown to worship the rugged bearlike physician. For his part, Luis seemed to revel in the acquisition of two ‘sons.’

Estelle and Inez grew to be good friends. They did airraid warden duty together every Tuesday night, patrolling the silent, shadowy streets making sure every household had its lights out. And periodically glancing skyward for a trace of enemy bombers.

The soft darkness seemed to make Inez more comfortable – and freer with her thoughts.

Once when Estelle casually inquired whether Inez minded the lack of sleep, she was surprised to hear her respond, ‘No, it reminds me of the good old days. The only difference is that now I do not have my rifle.’

‘You actually fought?’

‘Yes, amiga, and I wasn’t the only woman. Because Franco had not only all his Spanish troops, but also regulares – mercenaries from Morocco that he paid to do his dirty work.

‘Our only hope was to attack and run. There were so many of those butchers. And I am proud to say I hit a few of them.’

She then realized that her friend was taken aback.

‘Try to understand,’ Inez continued, ‘those bastards slaughtered children.’

‘Well, yes, I see your point …’ Estelle responded haltingly, while struggling to accept the reality that the gentle-voiced woman by her side had actually killed another human being.

Ironically, Inez’s parents both had been staunch right-wing supporters not merely of Franco, but of Opus Dei – the church within a church – which sided with the dictator. When their only daughter, fired with socialist idealism, left to join a Republican militia unit, they had cursed and disowned her.

‘I had no one in the world – except my rifle and The Cause. So, in a way, that bullet brought me luck.’

What bullet? Estelle wondered to herself. But it soon became clear.

During the siege of Málaga, Inez and half a dozen other loyalists were ambushed on their way to Puerta Real. When she regained consciousness, she was staring into the unshaven face of a heavyset young doctor who introduced himself as ‘Comrade Luis.’

‘Even then he was a character. Of course we had no uniforms, but Luis seemed to go out of his way to look like a peasant.’ She laughed. ‘But I don’t think he ever stopped working. There were so many wounded. As soon as I could stand, I started helping him. Through all the long hours, he never lost his sense of humour. In fact, that was about all we could take with us when we fled. We barely got across before they closed the French border.’

When school started, Barney and Laura were in the same third grade class at P.S. 148. Paradoxically, being thrown into a group of thirty other children brought the two closer than ever. Laura discovered what a valuable friend she had in Barney. For he could already read.

In fact, what had originally drawn Estelle and Harold Livingston together was their mutual love of books. And ever since his third birthday, each parent had taken turns giving Barney reading lessons. As a reward they would read aloud to him stories from Bullfinch’s Mythology or poems from the Child’s Garden of Verses. Their psychology worked. Barney’s appetite for books was almost as voracious as his craving for Nabisco Vanilla Wafers.

As a result, he was now able to sit on their front stoop and conduct Laura through the complexities of immortal classics like See Spot Run.

But in due course, Barney exacted reciprocity.

On his seventh birthday his mother gave him a basketball kit, complete with backboard, rim, and a real net that went swish when you sank a good one. The night before the gala day, Luis Castellano had risked life and limb to nail it – at the official ten feet – to the Livingstons’ oak tree.

Barney let out a whoop of delight and proclaimed, ‘Laura, you gotta help me practice – you owe me.’

Her assistance entailed acting as enemy defenseman and trying to block Barney’s shots at the hoop. To his amazement, Laura was almost too good at it. She scored nearly as many baskets as Barney. And though he continued to grow tall, she continued to grow taller.

Germany capitulated on May seventh, 1945, and by the end of the summer Japan had surrendered as well. The joy was nowhere more intense than in the Livingston household on Lincoln Place where Barney, Warren, and Estelle paraded around the kitchen table singing, ‘When Daddy comes marching home again.’ It had been more than three years since they had seen him.

Harold Livingston came home. But not at a march. In fact, his gait was slow and at times uncertain.

Constantly pushed and jostled by noisy, excited crowds of other wives and children, Estelle and the two boys waited breathlessly as the train pulled in. Before it even stopped, some of the GIs leaped onto the platform and began to run full tilt toward their loved ones.

Barney stood on tiptoe. But he could not see a soldier who looked familiar enough to be the dad he had been seeing in his dreams.

Suddenly his mother gave a little shout, ‘Oh, there he is!’ She waved at someone far down the platform. Barney looked where she had pointed but saw no one. That is, no one who corresponded to his memory of Harold Livingston.

He saw an ordinary man of ordinary size with hair receding from his forehead. Someone pallid, thin, and tired-looking.

She’s wrong, he thought, this can’t be Dad. It can’t be.

Estelle no longer could contain herself. She cried out, ‘Harold!’ and rushed forward to embrace him.

Barney stood there holding Warren’s hand and watched, realizing that never before had Momma left them on their own like this.

‘Is that our Daddy?’ little Warren asked.

‘It must be,’ Barney answered, still a bit confused.

‘I thought you said that he was bigger than Dr Castellano.’

Barney almost said, I thought so too.

And now they were together, all four of them, Estelle still arm in arm with her husband.

‘Barney, Warren, how you two have grown!’ Harold Livingston said with pride and put his arms around his older son. Barney recognized the once-familiar scent of cigarette smoke.

Somehow, despite the mob outside, they found a taxi – with a very patriotic driver.

‘Welcome home, GI Joe,’ he proclaimed. ‘Hey – we really showed them Krauts, didn’t we?’ the cabbie crowed.

‘My husband served in the Pacific,’ Estelle proudly corrected him.

‘Oh, Nazis, Japs – what’s the difference? They’re all a bunch of lousy bums. Tell your husband he did good.’

‘Did you get to kill anybody?’ Warren asked hopefully.

Harold answered slowly. ‘No, son. I just helped translate when we were interrogating prisoners …’ His voice trailed off.

‘Don’t be so modest, let your kids be proud. You obviously saw enough action to win that Purple Heart. Ya get hurt bad, buddy?’

Barney and Warren looked at each other saucer-eyed as Harold brushed off any hint of heroism.

‘It wasn’t much. Just an artillery shell that landed pretty near our tent. For a while there I was a little shaky, but I’m a hundred percent now. I should have taken these darn things off before I got here. The important thing is that we’re all together again.’

But his protestation only confirmed what Estelle had sensed the moment she had seen him on the railroad platform. He was a sick man.

Luis Castellano was waiting at his front window when the taxi pulled up outside the Livingston house. In an instant, he and his family were on the street, Luis enveloping Harold in his big bearlike embrace. ‘I’ve been talking to your picture on the mantelpiece for years,’ he explained. ‘I feel like you are my long-lost brother!’

It was a night that burned in Barney’s memory forever. Though he was down the corridor from the closed door of his parents’ bedroom, he still could hear their voices.

His mother seemed to be crying a great deal, and in tones oscillating between anger and despair kept asking ‘Can’t you explain, Harold? What exactly is a “thirty percent disability”?’

His father seemed to be trying to reassure her. ‘It’s nothing, hon. I swear there’s nothing to worry about.’

Then all was quiet. There was no noise at all from his parents’ bedroom. Barney simply gazed down the hall at their door, wondering.

At breakfast Barney scanned his parents’ faces, but could decipher no clue as to what had occurred the previous evening. And watching his mother fuss over someone who was almost a stranger gave him funny feelings that he could not understand. He left early for Laura’s house so they could have plenty of time to talk on the way to school.

But as soon as they were alone, he confided to her, ‘I’m scared. Something’s – I don’t know – different about my father. I think maybe he’s sick.’

‘Yes, I know.’

‘You know?’

‘As soon as we got home last night, Papa took my mother into his office and started explaining to her about something called “neurosis de guerra.”’

‘What’s that in English?’ Barney asked anxiously.

‘I don’t even know what it is in Spanish, Barn,’ she confessed.

At four that afternoon, Estelle Livingston was seated at the circulation desk in the Grand Army Plaza branch of the Brooklyn Public Library when she looked up and saw Barney and Laura scanning the shelves of medical books. She invited them to her office in the back where they could talk privately.

‘Please don’t be worried,’ she said, trying to sound reassuring. ‘He wasn’t hit by anything. It’s just a mild case of shell shock. He was very near a big explosion and that sort of thing takes a while to get over. But he’ll be back teaching again next term.’

She took a deep breath and then asked, ‘Do you feel a little better now?’

Both children nodded mutely. And then quickly left.

That fall, as Estelle had promised, Harold Livingston returned to his pedagogical duties at Erasmus Hall. And as before, his students found him charming and witty. He could make even Caesar’s Gallic Wars enjoyable. And he seemed to know all of Classical literature by heart.

And yet now and then he would forget to bring back groceries on his way home from school – even when Estelle stuck a list in the breast pocket of his jacket.

Ever since he had gotten his basketball hoop, Barney had dreamed of the day when he and his dad would play together.

During Harold’s long absence, Barney had constantly badgered his mother for details about what his father was like ‘in the old days.’ Once he had heard Estelle reminisce about the summer before he was born. By sheer chance there had been a guest tennis tournament at the lakeside resort they had gone to in the White Mountains.

‘Harold decided to give it a try – just as a lark. He’d been a wonderful player in his college days – though, of course, CCNY had no tennis team. Anyway, he borrowed a racket, waltzed onto the court, and the next thing I knew he was in the finals! The man who beat him was a PT instructor at the local college – and he said he was lucky that Harold had an off day. He even said that if Harold ever took it seriously he’d be another Bill Tilden. Can you imagine that?’

Barney didn’t know who Bill Tilden was, but he could certainly imagine the man whose picture was on the mantelpiece, dressed in tennis whites, smashing a ball to smithereens. He dreamt so often of the day he could show Dad his sporting skills. And now at last the time was at hand.

‘Have you seen the backboard Dr Castellano put up on the tree?’ he asked his father casually one Saturday, as a kind of overture.

‘Yes,’ Harold answered, ‘looks very professional.’

‘Want to shoot some baskets with me and Warren?’

Harold sighed and answered gently, ‘I don’t think I’ve got the pep to keep up with two dynamos like you. But I’ll come out and watch.’

Barney and Warren raced to put on their sneakers and then dribbled out toward the ‘court.’

Anxious to display his prowess before his father, Barney stopped fifteen feet from the basket, jumped, and shot the ball. To his chagrin, it missed the backboard completely. He quickly whirled and explained, ‘That was just warming up, Dad.’

Leaning on the back door, Harold Livingston nodded, took a long puff of his cigarette, and smiled.

Barney and Warren barely had the chance to sink a few lay-ups (‘Good fast break, huh, Dad?’) when an irate voice called from across the fence.

‘Hey, what the heck’s going on, you guys? How come you’re playing without me?’

Darn, it was Laura. Why’d she have to butt in?

‘Sorry,’ Barney apologized. ‘It’s a kinda rough game today.’

‘Who are you kidding?’ she retorted. (By now she had bounded over the fence.) ‘I can elbow hard as you any day.’

At this point Harold called out, ‘Be polite, Barney. If Laura wants to, let her try.’

But his admonition was a split second too late, for Laura had already stolen the ball from Barney’s grip and was dribbling past Warren to sink a basket off the backboard. Then, after the three players took turns shooting, Laura called out, ‘Why don’t you play with us, Mr Livingston, then we could have an actual half-court game.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Laura. But I’m a bit tuckered out. I’d better take a little nap.’

A look of disappointment crossed Barney’s face.

Laura glanced at him and understood what he was feeling.

He turned slowly toward her and their eyes met. And from that moment on they knew they could read each other’s thoughts.

But whenever the entire Livingston clan went over for dinner, Barney would marvel at Luis’s gift for making Harold animated – even talkative. The doctor was a man of Falstaffian appetites – for food, for wine, and most of all for knowledge.

And his never-ending fount of questions appealed to the teacher in Harold, who delighted Luis with anecdotes from the history of Roman Hispania – especially with the revelations that some of the Empire’s greatest writers were of Spanish origin – like Seneca, the tragedian, born in Córdoba.

‘Inez, you hear that? The great Seneca was one of ours!’ And then he turned to his instructor and melodramatically demanded, ‘Now Harold, if you could only tell me that Shakespeare was also Spanish!’

Laura was delighted to hear Mr Livingston explain why she, quite unlike the stereotyped Latin chiquitas, had light blond hair: their family doubtless had Celtic ancestors who migrated to the Iberian Peninsula.

When the two fathers had retired to Luis’s study and the mothers to the kitchen, Laura said to Barney, ‘Gosh, I love your dad. He knows everything.’

He nodded, but thought to himself, Yeah, but I wish he’d talk to me more often.

Every Saturday afternoon, Barney’s mom and dad sat religiously by the radio, waiting for the soft-spoken Milton Cross to announce what the mighty voices of the Metropolitan Opera would be singing that day. Meanwhile, Luis and Inez would take little Isobel for a stroll in Prospect Park.

This left Laura, Barney, and Warren free to attend the children’s matinee at the Savoy Theater (admission a quarter, plus a nickel for popcorn).

It was a time when movies were not merely frivolous entertainment, but moral lessons on how good Americans should live. Randolph Scott on his white horse, riding bravely into Badman’s Territory to save the good; John Wayne Tall in the Saddle, riding his white horse to tame – it seemed almost single-handedly – the savage lands out West.

In a more tropical setting, Johnny Weissmuller as Tarzan showed every kid the value of swimming lessons, especially if they were caught in crocodile-infested waters.

But their hero of heroes was Gary Cooper. Partly because he was built like a basketball star, and partly because he had helped the Spanish guerrillas in For Whom the Bell Tolls. But most of all because he was a courageous physician in The Story of Dr Wassell. As they emerged bleary-eyed from having sat through two complete showings of the movie, Barney and Laura concluded that his was the noblest profession of all.

Of course, they had an equally admirable doctor considerably closer to home. Luis Castellano may not have been as tall as Coop, but in his own way he was a paragon for both his daughter and for Barney (who often daydreamed that his neighbour was somehow his father, too).

Luis was flattered to learn of Barney’s ambition, but was quietly indulgent of what he considered a mere flight of fancy on his daughter’s part. He was certain she would outgrow this quixotic daydream, get married, and have lots of niños.

But he was mistaken.

Especially after Isobel died.
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It was sudden as summer lightning. And like the thundercap that follows, grief came only later.

Polio was on the rampage that year. The Angel of Death seemed to be stalking every street in the city. Most Brooklyn parents who could afford it were sending their children to the rural safety of places like Spring Valley.

Estelle and Harold had already rented a bungalow on the Jersey shore for the month of August. But Luis insisted upon staying where he was needed, and Inez did not want him to fight the battle on his own. The Livingstons offered to take the girls, and Luis grateful responded that he and Inez would seriously consider it.

Perhaps he had been too preoccupied with virulent cases of poliomyelitis to recognize that his own younger daughter was showing some of the symptoms. But how could he not have noticed she was feverish – and breathing rapidly? Perhaps because the little girl never once complained of feeling sick. Only when he found her unconscious one morning did Luis realize to his horror what was wrong.

It was respiratory polio, the virus ferociously attacking the upper part of the spinal cord. Isobel could not breathe even with the help of an iron lung. She was dead before nightfall.

Luis was wild with self-recrimination. He was a doctor, dammit, a doctor! He should have been able to save his own daughter!

Laura refused to go to sleep. She was afraid that if she closed her eyes she too would not wake. Barney kept her company in a nightlong vigil of silent mourning as she sat in the suffocating heat of their living room, her insides bruised and aching.

At one point he whispered, ‘Laura, it’s not your fault.’

She seemed not to hear him. Her eyes remained unfocused.

‘Shut up, Barney,’ she retorted, ‘you don’t know what you’re talking about.’

But inwardly she was grateful – and relieved – that he had put into words her feelings of guilt for being alive when her sister was dead.

Estelle was the only one capable of making the funeral arrangements. She assumed that the Castellanos would want a Catholic ceremony, and so contacted Father Hennessey at St Gregory’s. But the moment she announced the plans, Luis bellowed, ‘No priest, no priest – not unless he can tell me why God took my little girl!’ Estelle dutifully called Father Hennessey to say he would not be needed after all.

Then Harold came over and tried to persuade the Castellanos that something had to be said. They could not simply part with their daughter and say nothing. Inez looked at her husband, for she knew it was up to him. He lowered his head and then mumbled, ‘Okay, Harold, you’re the scholar, you talk. Only I forbid you to mention the name of God.’

The two families watched in the unpitying August sun as the little casket was lowered into the ground. Barney reached out and took Laura’s hand. She squeezed it tightly as if it could close off her tears. And as they stood around the grave, Harold Livingston read a few lines from a poem by Ben Jonson about the death of a brave Spanish infant.


A lily of a day

Is fairer far in May,

Although it fall and die that night,

It was the plant and flower of light.

In small proportions we just beauties see,

And in short measures life may perfect be.



He raised his head from the book and inquired, ‘Would anyone else like to say something?’

Finally, from the abyss in Luis Castellano’s soul came the barely audible words, ‘Adios, niña.’

They drove homeward, all the car windows open in the vain hope that a gust of air would relieve the intolerable heaviness. Inez kept repeating in soft, plaintive tones, ‘Yo no sé que hacer’ – I don’t know what to do.

At a loss for words, Estelle suddenly heard herself say, ‘My mother came over from Queens. She’s preparing supper for all of us.’

The ride continued in silence.

As they were crossing the Triborough Bridge, Luis Castellano said to his friend, ‘Do you like whiskey, Harold?

‘Uh – well, yes. Of course.’

‘I have two bottles a patient gave me for Christmas. In the war, we sometimes used it as anesthetic. I would be grateful if you joined me, amigo.’

Laura was back in her own home, but she still could not go to sleep. Nor would she talk, although Barney sat faithfully nearby. Her mother and Estelle were upstairs in Isobel’s old room doing something. Taking off the sheets? Packing her clothes? Maybe even just holding her dead sister’s dolls – as if something of her living spirit still clung to them.

Now and then, Laura could perceive from above the almost feral sounds of Inez’s grief. But it was mostly the noise of raucous male laughter that filled the house. Harold and Luis were in his study getting very very drunk, Luis bellowing at Harold to join in some of the ‘good old songs – like Francisco Franco nos quiere gobernar …’

Barney could not help feeling frightened. He had never heard Luis – and certainly not his father – so out of control.

‘I guess they’re really gonna finish the whole two bottles, huh, Laura?’

‘I don’t care …’ She paused a moment and then said, ‘All I can think of is the times I was mean to her. Last Sunday I yelled and called her a stupid little brat. Last Sunday!’

Barney leaned forward and whispered, ‘You had no way of knowing.’

Then she began to sob.

‘I should be punished. I should be the one who’s dead.’

Without a word Barney rose, walked over to where she was sitting, and put his hand gently on her shoulder.

Throughout the rest of that hot, stifling summer, Laura, Barney, and Warren played endless games of basketball, relieved only by their Saturday visits to the air-conditioned Savoy. And Barney did not remember hearing Laura mention her sister’s name even once. Until the first day of school when the three of them were walking toward P.S. 148.

‘Isobel was supposed to start first grade,’ she said matter-of-factly.

‘Yeah,’ said Barney. And Warren could but echo, ‘Yeah.’

The death of a child is never a finality. For she lives vividly on in her parents’ minds. And the ache of loss increases with each passing year – as birthday after birthday brings new haunting, agonizing thoughts: ‘She would have been ten next week. She would have loved seeing the circus …’

And thus Isobel never left the Castellano household. The anguish of her absence was a constant presence.

Laura watched with mounting anxiety as her parents moved in different spiritual directions, leaving her abandoned in a loveless vacuum. Each of them sought relief in prayer: Inez for eternity and Luis for oblivion.

Inez began her pilgrimage to reconversion by reading and rereading Saint John of the Cross, the mystical poet who could put the ineffable into words: ‘Vivo sin vivir en mí’ – I live without really being alive; ‘muero porque no muero’ – I die because I am not dying.

She who, as a young rebel, had denounced the church because it had supported Franco’s Fascists, now sought shelter in its all-forgiving sanctuary. For it alone could offer explanation of why her daughter had to die. The local priest was more than generous in reinforcing Inez’s own conviction that she had sinned against the Lord and this had been her punishment.

In a certain sense, Luis was also seeking God. But to confront Him with his anger. How dare You take my little daughter? he railed in his imagination. And then, when his nightly drinking liberated what few inhibitions he had left, he spoke aloud, shaking his clenched fist at the Almighty in savage fury.

As a doctor he had always felt alone, despite the confident facade he assumed because his patients needed it. Now he felt that he was ship-wrecked in a life that had no meaning. And the pain of isolation could be assuaged only by a nightly dose of analgesic – alcohol.

Even when on Saturdays the elder Castellanos went off for walks in the park, he was brooding, she silent, together only in their separateness. Laura gladly joined Barney in the literary sessions, newly established by Estelle.

Each month, Estelle would choose a book that they would read aloud together and discuss after breakfast on Saturdays. The Iliad shared pride of place with masterpieces like The Last of the Mohicans, and bards like Walt Whitman – he a former Brooklyn resident!

Harold would sit and smoke, listening quietly, sometimes nodding in approval if Barney or Laura made a particularly clever observation. Warren was still young enough to be allowed to stay outside and play basketball. But he soon grew jealous of his sibling’s seminars and insisted upon being permitted to sit in.

Life at P.S. 148 went on uneventfully. Barney and Laura did a lot of their studying together, so it was not surprising that they ended up with almost identical grades. Neither, however, excelled in deportment. Indeed, at one point their harried teacher, Miss Einhorn, was driven to write a letter to their parents complaining of their unruliness in the playground and whispering – most often to each other – during class. Laura was once taken to task for throwing a spitball at Herbie Katz.

Barney was the class ‘wheel.’ He seemed to be a born leader. Laura was intensely jealous that she could never join the basketball games during recess despite Barney’s intercession on her behalf. The mores of the time dictated that girls play only with girls. And worse, she was not favoured with the friendship of many girls, since she was skinny, gawky – and much too tall. Indeed, to Barney’s chagrin (and her own), she was the tallest person in the entire class. She had broken the five-foot barrier before he did, passed five-one, and there seemed to be no end in sight.

Her moments of solace were rare, but a few were memorable. Like the episode in later years dubbed ‘High Noon at the Playground.’

It was in fact about 4 P.M. on a chill November Saturday. Warren, Barney, and Laura had left the movies early – there had been too much Maureen O’Hara and not enough Errol Flynn. As they passed the schoolyard, a three-on-three half-court basketball game was in progress. After a quick exchange of glances, Barney stepped forward and delivered the customary challenge, ‘We’ll take winners.’

But one player objected, ‘But there’s only two of youse.’

Barney pointed to his teammates as he counted, ‘One-two-three.’

‘Come on, buster, we don’t play with girls.’

‘She’s not just a girl.’

‘You’re right – she’s flat as a boy! But no dice – she’s still wearing a skirt.’

‘You want a broken puss, buddy?’ Laura asked menacingly.

‘Aw, yer mother sucks eggs, girlie.’

In an instant, Barney had knocked the offender onto the ground and was twisting his arm painfully behind his back.

‘Ow, shit, stop!’ he pleaded, ‘I give, I give – youse guys get winners!’

They did not lose a single game. As the trio strode homeward, Barney slapped Laura fraternally on the back. ‘Good game, Castellano. We really showed ’em.’

‘Sure did,’ Warren chimed in proudly.

But Laura was silent. All she could think of was those wounding words, ‘She’s flat as a boy.’

It happened almost like magic. During the weeks before Laura’s twelfth birthday, her Fairy Godmother must have made frequent nocturnal visits, sprinkling her bedroom with invisible gifts for her endocrine system. Her breasts were growing. They were absolutely, definitely growing. All was suddenly right with the world again.

Luis noticed and smiled to himself. Inez noticed and had to suppress the urge to cry.

Barney Livingston noticed and casually remarked, ‘Hey, Castellano, you’ve got tits!’

But Barney was growing, too, and as proof there was the fuzz he liked to call his ‘beard’ that sprouted on his face.

Estelle realized it was time for Harold to inform his elder son about the Facts of Life.

Harold was ambivalent – at once proud and afraid – recalling his own father’s introductory lecture three decades earlier. It had literally been about the birds and bees, nothing more elevated on the phylogenetic scale. But now he would do it properly.

So when Barney arrived home from school a few days later, his father called him into his study.

‘Son, I want to talk to you about a serious matter,’ he began.

He had carefully planned a Ciceronian exordium using Noah’s Ark, leading up to a peroration on the male and female of the human species. But, experienced pedagogue though he was, he was unable to sustain the discussion long enough to reach mammalian reproduction.

Finally, in despair, he produced a slim volume, How You Were Born, and handed it to Barney, who showed it to Laura at fenceside later that evening.

‘God, is this dumb!’ she exclaimed, leafing rapidly through the pages. ‘Couldn’t your father have just told you about how babies were made? Anyway, you’ve known for years.’

‘But there are a lot of other things I don’t know about.’

‘Like what?’

Barney hesitated. It was one of those rare moments when he was conscious of being separated from Laura by gender.

They were growing up.
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They were graduated from public school in June 1950, the year in which the Yankees once again won the World Series, North Korea invaded the South, and antihistamines became available ‘to cure the common cold’ (at least everybody said so but the doctors).

That was also the summer Laura became beautiful.

Almost overnight, her bony shoulders disappeared – as if some supernatural Rodin had smoothed them while she slept. At the same time her high facial bones became more prominent. And her tomboyish gait acquired a sinuous, graceful sensuality. Yet while filling out perfectly in all the right places, she seemed to remain as slender as ever. Even Harold Livingston, who seldom lifted his face from a book, remarked one evening at dinner, ‘Laura’s become so – I suppose “statuesque” is the word.’

‘What about me?’ Barney responded with slight indignation.

‘I don’t follow, son,’ said Harold.

‘Haven’t you noticed that I’m taller than Laura now?’

His father thought for a moment. ‘Yes, I suppose you are.’

Midwood High School had the identical red-brick neo-Georgian style with the same proud tower as the halls of Brooklyn College, whose campus it adjoined.

On the wall of its impressive marble lobby was the school motto:


Enter to grow in body, mind and spirit.

Depart to serve better your God, your country and your fellow man.



‘Gosh, it really kind of inspires you, doesn’t it, Barn?’ Laura said, as they stood there looking in awe at those carved words.

‘Yeah, I’m especially hoping to grow in body before the basketball tryouts.’

Laura was conspicuous among the freshmen girls for both height and beauty. Very soon, juniors and seniors – some of them hotshot athletes and student leaders – were scampering up the ‘down’ staircase to station themselves in Laura’s path and petition for a date.

These were intoxicating days. Men had suddenly discovered her – boys, anyway. And their persistent attention helped her try to forget that she was once a disappointment to her sex. (‘Not only am I ugly,’ she had confided to Barney, ‘I’m so tall everyone in the world can see it.’)

Whereas during their first tentative days at Midwood Barney and Laura ate alone at a table in the cafeteria, she now was so surrounded by upper class suitors that he did not even attempt to join her. (‘I’m afraid of getting trampled, Castellano.’)

Barney himself did not make much headway. It seemed the last thing a freshman girl wanted to meet was a freshman boy. Like a true Brooklyn Dodger he would ‘have to wait till next year.’ And be content with daydreaming about the cheerleader captain, Cookie Klein.

Though the Midwood teams were famously unvictorious, there were always great turnouts for the school’s athletic events. Did incurable optimism – or masochism – come with the fluoridation of the Flatbush water?

There was a simpler explanation: The Midwood cheerleaders were extraordinarily beautiful – a spectacle that more than compensated for the debacle.

So fierce was the competition to become one of them that many girls took extreme measures to be selected. Thus Mandy Sherman spent the fortnight of spring vacation undergoing a rhinoplasty, fervently believing that all she lacked was a perfect nose.

Imagine then Cookie Klein’s consternation when she approached Laura to recruit her – and was turned down flat. In a matter of hours, the news had reverberated around the school.

‘I mean, everybody’s talking about it,’ Barney reported.

Laura shrugged. ‘I just think it’s stupid, Barn. Who the hell wants to be gawked at in the first place? Anyway, while all those girls are busy practicing their cartwheels, I can be studying.’ Then an instant later she added, half to herself, ‘Besides, I’m really not that pretty.’

He looked at her and shook his head.

‘I gotta say this, Castellano – I think you’ve got a screw loose.’

Barney was a dedicated student. Several days a week he got up at five to do some extra cramming so he could use the afternoon for playing ball. Since the official season hadn’t yet begun, many of the Varsity big guns were out scrimmaging in the schoolyard and he wanted to see firsthand what he was up against.

Long after the other players had started for home, in the gathering darkness dispelled only by a street lamp, Barney would continue practicing his jumper, his hook – and finally his foul shot.

Only then would he step on the Nostrand Avenue trolley and wearily try to study as he rode homeward.

Naturally, he was taking the usual required courses: Math, Civics, English, and General Science. But for his one elective, he had chosen a subject calculated to please his father: Latin.

He loved it – the exhilaration of digging for the Latin roots that made the English language bloom. It made his mental faculties more dexterous (from mens, facultas, and dexter) and his prose style more concise (from prosa, stylus, and concisus).

To his delight, all language suddenly became palpable. And, boy, did his vocabulary grow.

He displayed his new verbal pyrotechnicality at every possible moment. When asked by his English teacher if he had studied hard for the midterm, he replied, ‘Without dubitation, Miss Simpson, I lucubrated indefatigably.’

But if his dad was flattered, he was not demonstrative about it even when Barney asked him grammatical questions to which he already knew the answer.

He turned to his mother. ‘What is it, Mom? Isn’t Dad happy that I’m taking Latin?’

‘Of course he is. He’s very proud.’

But if Dad had told her, Barney thought, how come he didn’t say a word to me?

Then one day he rushed home with his Latin midterm and bolted up the stairs into his father’s study.

‘Look, Dad,’ he said, breathlessly handing over the examination paper.

Harold took a long puff on his cigarette and began to scrutinize his son’s work. ‘Ah yes,’ he murmured to himself. ‘I’m reading Virgil this year with my kids as well.’ And then more silence.

As Barney waited anxiously, he could not keep himself from adding, ‘In case you’re wondering, it was the highest in the class.’

His father nodded and then turned to him. ‘You know, in a way this makes me a little sad …’

Barney’s mouth suddenly went dry.

‘… I mean, I wish I could have had you in my own Latin class.’

Barney never forgot that day, that hour, that moment, those words.

His father liked him after all.

Laura had reached a major – and startling – decision. She mentioned it casually to Barney during the trolley ride from school one day.

‘I’m going to run for president.’

‘Are you nuts, Castellano? No girl’s ever going to become President of the United States.’

She frowned. ‘I meant of the class, Barn.’

‘That’s still crazy. I mean, there’s only two of us from P.S. 148 in all of Midwood. You won’t have a gang of friends to back you up.’

‘I have you.’

‘Yeah, but I’m only one vote. And you don’t expect me to stuff the ballot box, do you?’

‘But you could help me write a speech. All the candidates get two minutes during one of the class Assembly periods.’

‘Do you know who you’re up against?’

‘No, but I think I’m the only girl. Now, can you work with me on Sunday afternoon – please?’

‘Okay.’ He sighed. ‘I’ll help you make a fool of yourself.’

They rode along for a few minutes, faces buried in their textbooks. Then Barney remarked, ‘I never dreamed you were this ambitious.’

‘I am, Barney,’ she confessed in a lowered voice. ‘I’m ambitious as hell.’

As it turned out, they spent the entire weekend concocting the two minutes that would change the world. At first, they lost a lot of time trying to dream up extravagant campaign promises (free class outings to Coney Island, etc.). Barney finally came to the conclusion that politics at any level is essentially an exercise in making the mendacious sound veracious. In other words, being a convincing liar.

And he was shameless enough to urge Laura to make ample use of that most Machiavellian of words – ‘integrity.’

At Assembly, after three sweating, madly gesticulating candidates had almost set the packed auditorium to laughing with their bombast, Laura’s calm and deliberate walk to the podium (Barney had even rehearsed her in that) made an astonishing contrast.

She spoke in soft unhurried tones, now and then pausing – partly for effect and partly because she was so frightened she could barely breathe.

Equally dramatic was the contrast between her speech and those preceding. Simply stated, she said that she was as new to Midwood as she had been to America but a few years ago. She appreciated the warmth of her schoolmates as she appreciated the country that had welcomed her. And the only way she could imagine repaying the debt for all she had received was by public service. If elected, she could promise them no miracles, no pie in the sky, no convertibles for every garage (laughter). All she had to offer was integrity.

The applause was muted. Not because her classmates were unimpressed, but because the sheer artlessness of her words, her manifest integrity, and – it cannot be denied – her striking good looks had bedazzled them.

Indeed, by the time the assembly ended and all were singing the alma mater, her election seemed a foregone conclusion. The homeward ride lacked only the ticker tape.

‘You did it, Castellano. It was a total shutout. I’ll bet you’ll be president of the whole school some day.’

‘No, Barney,’ she answered affectionately, ‘you did it – you wrote practically my whole speech.’

‘Come on, I only made up some bullshit. It was the way you performed out there that was the real kayo punch.’

‘Okay, okay. We did it.’

That summer, the Castellanos and the Livingstons rented a small house a block from the beach in Neponset, Long Island. There they stayed, breathing healthy sea air, while Luis came out to join them only on the weekends. He was always in a state of semi-exhaustion from the terrible annual battle against polio.

And, of course, for Inez the talk of possible epidemics and the sight of young children playing happily on the beach brought back – though they were never far away – the memories of her little Isobel. if only they had gone to the seashore then.

She would stare off into the ocean while harold and Estelle sat with their faces buried in a book – Estelle reading Pride and Prejudice and Harold rereading Syme’s Roman Revolution.

Meanwhile, an innocently seductive Laura joined her teenage girlfriends running and diving into the waves. And every lifeguard who took his turn on the high wooden seat silently prayed that she would call for his help.

Of course, there were dates. Young, bronzed suitors in their parents’ Studebakers or DeSotos sought eagerly to take Laura to drive-in movies, or starlit barbecues on the deserted beach.

And necking.

Parking in a tranquil spot ‘to watch the submarines’ or other euphemistic terms for making out – while on the radio Nat King Cole crooned ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing.’

Late one sultry August evening, Sheldon Harris put his hand on Laura’s breast. She said, ‘No, don’t.’ But did not really mean it. Yet when he tried to slip his hand inside her blouse, she once again said no. And meant it.

Barney had no time for such frivolity. Early each morning he would wolf down breakfast and start along the still-empty shore, carrying his sneakers (so they wouldn’t get sandy) to Riis Park, where games of basketball went on around the clock.

Time was running short. In a mere sixty-one days he would be trying out for the Midwood Varsity. Nothing could be left to chance. He even consulted Dr Castellano on what foods would be most likely to induce growth. (‘Try eating lunch, to start with,’ Luis advised.) Barney’s nutritional campaign was supplemented by periodic sessions on the Riis Park chinning bars. He would hang for as long as he could bear it, hoping his body would stretch in the right direction. On the eve of Labor Day 1951, Barney stood up as straight as possible against the white stucco wall of the porch as independent measurements were taken by Harold and Luis.

The results were spectacular: one tape read six feet and a quarter inch, the other six and three-eighths. He whooped for joy. Laura (who had earlier learned to her great relief that she’d finally stopped growing at five-ten) and Warren (five-four) stood and clapped.

‘I made it, guys, I made it!’ Barney squealed, jumping around the room like a rabbit with a hotfoot.

‘Not quite.’ Laura smiled mischievously. ‘You still have to put the ball through the hoop.’

Thus, in the year that saw president Truman relieve General MacArthur of his Far East command and Professor Robert Woodward of Harvard synthesize cholesterol and cortisone, Laura Castellano ascended to the presidency of the sophomore class. And Barney Livingston faced his long-dreaded moment – or, to be precise, three minutes – of truth.

One hundred and eighty seconds was all the time basketball coach Doug Nordlinger needed to distinguish between a live tiger and a dead dog.

The air in the gym was pungent with fear. The candidates were divided into groups of five (Shirts versus Skins) who would go on court to play against one another for three minutes of scrutiny. Each of the ten aspirants had to show his stuff during the same time limit.

Two minutes into his trial, Barney had scarcely gotten his hands on the ball. It looked as if all his dreams of glory would go up in sweat.

Then suddenly a shot was misfired against his own basket. Both he and a taller rival leaped for it. But Barney boxed him out and snatched the ball.

As he started upcourt, several Shirts made desperate lunges for the ball. But Barney pivoted, dribbling with either hand.

Another desperate Shirt approached with murder in his eyes. Barney faked left, ran right, and glided by him. With ten seconds to go he was underneath the enemy basket. He wanted to shoot – but common sense dictated that he should pass to a better-placed teammate. He forced himself to toss the ball to a Skin who was in the clear. As the fellow shot – and missed – the buzzer rang.

It was all over.

The coach lined up all ten in a row. All fidgeted nervously, as if about to face a firing squad – which, in a sense, they were. Nordlinger’s eyes went left to right, then right to left.

‘Awright, I want these guys to step forward. You—’ He indicated a tall, gangly, pimple-faced member of the Shirt contingent.

‘The rest of you fellas, thanks a lot …’

Barney’s heart sank to his sneakers.

‘… except you. Hey, Curly – didn’t you hear me?’

Barney, who had been gazing disconsolately at the floor, suddenly looked up. Nordlinger was pointing at him.

‘Yes, sir?’ His voice was little more than a croak.

‘That was smart playmaking there, kid. What’s your name?’

‘Barney, sir, Barney Livingston.’

‘Okay, Livingston, you and Sandy go over and sit on the team bench.’

As Barney stood in motionless astonishment, the coach turned and bellowed, ‘Next two teams, hustle out there!’

‘C’mon,’ said his lanky future teammate. And the two started toward the wooden shrine of the elect.

‘The coach knew your name already,’ Barney remarked with curiosity.

‘Yeah.’ The beanpole grinned smugly. ‘When you’re six foot six in Flatbush, a lotta coaches know your name.’

At five-thirty that afternoon Barney, Sandy Leavitt (as the beanpole’s full name turned out to be), and a third, barrel-chested sophomore, Hugh Jascourt, were measured for uniforms. Official practice would start next Monday, but their satin team jackets – that irresistible lodestone for the co-eds – would not arrive for three weeks. But, hopefully, the Argus would publish the good news before that and Barney’s social life would move into high gear.

He sprinted off to tell Laura.
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