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n six years of conducting research on Ameri- I ca’s poor Jews I have met no one more 
delightful than the seventy-year-old man I will call 
Yankel Kanter. As the sort of research I do is based on 
speaking with people over a long period of time, it is 
only natural that I would be especially attracted to such 
a man as Yankel. If the purpose of my work is to allow 
people to describe in their own words how their lives are 
being led, then Yankel, eager to talk, was the perfect 
person to participate in the research. 

Over the years of our friendship Yankel has talked 
about a great many things, although never once about 
the death of his wife and children in a death camp in 
Poland. He is in his way, although he would never say 
this, a scholarly and learned gentleman whose immedi- 
ate response to almost any question of mine was: “Oh 
you know, just the other night I was reading a book on 
that very subject.” While he never seemed able to 
remember the author, title, or publisher of the book, if 
one gave him several minutes to root around in his 
bedroom, which looked like a book warehouse, so enor- 
mous was his collection, he would reappear with a book 
in his hand and an expression of supreme satisfaction on 
his face. Invariably he would begin to giggle: “This isn’t 
exactly the book I wanted to show you,” he would say, 
“but it’s a better one even. Did you and I ever talk about 
Roosevelt’s cabinet? You know, Harry Hopkins, of 
course... .” 

Speaking of my research project, Yankel told me that 
whether or not I someday wanted to write a book about 
him and the people in his Boston neighborhood inter- 
ested him only if it genuinely interested me. “Every man 
has his work,” he told me over a cup of tea he’d made 
that was so weak neither of us could taste the tea, In 
fact, as I told him, I doubted there was anything in the 
cup but hot water and milk. Yankel’s face revealed 
humiliation and humor. “You want to know something, 
I think I was so concerned about remembering to put 
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milk in the tea for you but not sugar, I may have forgot- 
ten to dip the bag. You think I’m senile? I forget the tea, 
I can’t find a single book in my bedroom, and I scream. 
when these idiots at the library have the books on the 
shelves misnumbered, and now and again I forget where 
I put my socks. Between you and me, I have wash- 
and-wear shirts, right? So, with all the nonsense I stick 
in my mind, and with all the riot nonsense I try to keep 
out of it, half the time I can’t remember with those 
shirts is it time to wash them or wear them.” 

ankel Kanter could always make me Y laugh. Probably because he had interro- 
gated me on my training in psychology he constantly 
joked about topics like senility, forgetfulness, slips of the 
tongue. He knew as well as I that he was not senile. He 
knew too that I was waiting for our friendship to get 
close enough so that he might speak of the past, if only 
long enough to let me know the facts of the death of his 
wife and children. Yankel had moments with me when 
his eyes showed an uncharacteristic squint, the corners 
of his mouth dropped, and unconsciously he would reach 
up to see whether his nose was running. He looked as if a 
tracing of the past had broken through from the myste- 
rious interior where the past is safeguarded. Then, when 
the moment had passed, and his face relaxed, he would 
glance at me, aware that I had been staring at him. I 
would watch him intently, letting him know that if this 
were the time he wanted to talk to me about something, 
I wanted to hear it. I never dared tell him anything as 
foolish as how it would be better for him to let it out. ~, 

With a man like Yankel one did not speak in terms of 
what was best for him. Indeed, on the occasions when I 
saw that he was ill, I even hesitated about asking if he 
had consulted a doctor. I worried about him, especially 
when he was ill, but like everyone else who knew what 
kind of person he was, I never doubted publicly that he 
was doing the right thing for himself. 

Yankel, however, knew perfectly well that he rarely 
did the right thing for himself. “You know,” he said to 
me one day, “you’re a pretty discreet person. There’s a 
lot of things you don’t ask me which you could. I’m a 
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big boy now. J could tell you I don’t want to talk about those things. I could tell you, ‘Don’t push so hard, 
psychologist, because if you push too hard you’ll never hear another word from my lips.’ But you don’t ask. You don’t 
ask  about a lot of things. Take, for instance, when I’m sick. Like today I have a cold. I’m not a well man today. Today 
I don’t play baseball. Baseball. I’m lucky if I can make it back to bed. You could ask me, Yankel, do you see a doctor? 
Do you go regularly? Do you have medical insurance? Has anyone examined you today? Has a doctor even examined 
you since you came to America?” 

“Yankel!” I interrupted. “It can’t be that in thirty years you haven’t seen one doctor?” 
“Why can’t it be that I haven’t seen a doctor? The Supreme Court just 

passed a law that says people have to see a doctor? It could 
be that I haven’t seen a doctor since 19&? Since 
I was born for that matter? I t  doesn’t 
happen to be the case, but it could 
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be. This time, yes, I saw a doctor. A 
little too young for my taste, a little too 
much long hair, a little too much overrespect, 
probably more for my accent than my age, but a doctor. A 
genius too. A positive genius. I didn’t ask, but a genius like this has to be 
from Harvard. He tells me, ‘You got a bad cold. What are you doing about it?’ That’s a genius, no? Who else but a 
genius could make a statement like that? Last time I got sick I didn’t see a doctor. I stayed here. You know 
Fanny-who-doesn’t-come-in-to-clean-more-often-than-she-does? It  must have been a full moon and Shevouth at the 
same time, because Fanny comes in. She takes one look at me and says, ‘No, no, no. This time you have to see a 
doctor.’ ‘Nu, Fanny, you got a great one for me?’ She has to, I tell myself; she herself is either sick all the time or 
telling me about one of her eighty-five thousand friends who are always sick. You know what she says? ‘How would I 
know a doctor? You got to be rich to know a good doctor.’ ‘But you’re always sick, Fanny,’ I told her, ‘or you’re 
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holding the hand of a sick friend, or shlepping someone 
off to a hospital somewhere. How is it that you, the 
Queen of Medicine, doesn’t know a good doctor?’ I 
figured, what the hell, if I’m dying, I’m dying. I might 
just as well go out with a good laugh, although don’t 
think I wasn’t worried about who I would tell my story 
to if I did die. 

“So this Fanny-do you know that I can never 
remember her last name-she was furious with me. 
She’s deeply insulted, like a fire gone wild. ‘Mr. Kanter, 
Mr. Kanter,’ she’s huffing at me, like suddenly she’s 
Molly Picon standing in the middle of the stage about to 
give the speech that made her famous the whole world 
around. ‘Mr. Kanter, I would have a good doctor if I had 
money but how can I be expected to have money when 
people like you pay me so little to clean their apart- 
ments?’ 

“‘Fanny, Fanny, great love of my life,’ I told her, 
‘raise your price. I can afford it. Everybody around here 
can afford it, then you’ll have money. But if you’ll 
accept a little piece of homey advice, you could make a 
little more money, a lot more money for that matter, if 
you’d come to work regularly. How can you collect 
anything when, instead of working twenty even twenty- 
five hours a week, you don’t work that much in a 
month? Maybe in two months for all I know!’ I was just 
trying to be helpful. But this woman was in a rage. She 
was shaking. There she was, standing over there, right 
near the bed, not certain whether to come near me, hit 
me, walk away, jump out of the window, and she’s start- 
ing to cry. ‘Mr. Kanter, Mr. Kanter,’ she’s crying at me. 
‘I can’t work every day because I’m sick. If I weren’t 
sick, I’d work, but I can’t so I don’t have the money and 
that’s why I don’t have a good doctor.’ 

“Now, you’re a psychologist, you tell me what I 
should have said. What I wanted to say was, hold on a 
minute, I have a wonderful book right here on logic. 
You’ll read it quickly, it’s only eighty pages, you can 
read that in three years, then you’ll come back having 
mastered the relationship between doctors, money, 
work, and cleaning apartments. That’s what I wanted to 
say. Instead, I shook my head very seriously, with just a 
trace of sadness too, you know. She can be Molly Picon? 
I can be Joseph Schildkraut. She can give her great 
speech, I can steal the scene with my worldliness. You 
know a Jew who’s not an actor? You know a Jew who 
can’t take the most insignificant little gesture and play it 
up until it becomes a matter of life or death? 

“Anyway, I ended up telling her exactly what she 
wanted to hear in the first place. ‘You’re right, Fanny. I 
can’t disagree with you. But you know that I wish you 
had a good doctor to recommend to me.’ ‘Doctors aren’t 
interested in helping poor people, so I’ll never know a 
good one.’ ‘You’re right again, Fanny. But if you hear of 
one, you let me know, okay? Because I think a doctor 
you would recommend would have to be someone who 
was the best around. I don’t say you know one, but if you 
hear of one, maybe in one of the houses where you’re 
working, you’ll overhear someone speaking about a good 
doctor and you can make a mental note of his name.” 

“But Yankel,” I said, not without some hesitation, 
“weren’t you putting it on a bit too heavy? What’s the 

worst it can be? She drinks maybe, doesn’t work, doesn’t 
have money, or she gets money from somewhere. 1 
mean, she really got to you.” 

“That’s true,” he answered, sitting up straight in the 
brown easy chair. “I knew she had. But there were two 
things going on. First, you see, she had aroused this 
self-destructive quality I know I have, and that my 
brother Morris has, and my nephew Menachim has too. 
Worry, worry, worry about everyone else but meanwhile 
let yourself go to hell. That should be a familiar story for 
someone in your line of work.” 

“All too familiar,” I whispered. 
“But that’s easy. With Fanny Boehm there was anoth- 

er thing. That woman, I fejt in my heart, did know a 
good doctor and for all sorts of reasons was afraid to give 
me’that doctor’s name. Maybe it was because if 1 met 
him, I’d find out something strange about her, or 
because then I’d learn that secretly she was very rich, 
which of course she wasn’t. Although, you never know. 
A great many refugees came to this country with not a 
small amount of money. 1 don’t know exactly the details, 
but they managed to salvage a lot of what they had. But 
they came here and they saw how poor their fellow 
refugees were and they felt ashamed. So they lived like 
they were poor, and they took jobs, like being a cleaning 
lady, so others would think they were poor. You have to 
think, if Fanny Boehm wanted money, why the hell did 
she clean for people like me? I had a lot of money to give 
her? Or a good job? Or things lying around the house 
she could use, like old dresses’! She never once looked at 
one of my books. 1 would have been delighted if  she had. 
She could have taken them out of here by the truckload. 
So you stop and think, maybe she was one of these rich 
poor ladies. 

“Either way, I felt in my bones she had a doctor. And 
she did. The night I had that conversation with her- 
three hours, no more than that-after that woman with 
the illogical logic walked out of my house, comes a 
knock on the door. Nu, who is this at five in the after- 
noon? And why after ten years of no visitors, which is an 
exaggeration since I always have several visitors a week, 
does someone have to come on the one day when to get 
out of bed to answer the door means I’m going to die 
from a heart attack? Suddenly the door opens and in 
comes a lovely gentleman, like he should have been in 
England, not Mattapan. ‘Excuse me,’ he says, ‘I’m 
Doctor Marlowe. I got into your house with Fanny 
Boehm’s key, which she said I should leave with you, 
and I’m supposed to examine you.’ You want the end of 
the story?” 

“Of course.” 
“I’ll make it short.” 
“Draw it out, Yankel.” 
“I’II make it shor\ because it’s short. Dr. Marlowe 

gives me a thorough’ examination, he prescribes medi- 
cine, returns a half-hour later with the medicine, says 
he’ll send me a bill which he never does, even after I sent 
him a letter requesting a bill, the medicine gives me 
relief in less than twenty-four hours, really, and I’m fine. 
Better than fine. That’s the story. And that’s Fanny for 
you. My mystery cleaning lady. But do you think the 
next time I saw her I asked about that Marlowe doctor? 
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Not a half a word. Everybody has secrets, why shouldn’t 
a cleaning lady who’s supposed to clean once a week but 
who you’re lucky to see once a month have hers? So all 
the story needs is a moral.” 

“Moral or not,” I chipped in, “you don’t take such 
great care of yourself, Mr. Kanter.” 

“The man calls me Mr. Kanter, it must be very seri- 
ous. The t ru th  is I mi self-destructive. Maybe not exact- 
ly. Maybe I feel death is behind me, not in  front. All the 
death I want to know is back there.” He waved his hands 
toward the window, where the late afternoon light was 
beginning to dim. “You can worry about your own 
death, even be terrified of it, but in  the end, if you’ll 
excuse the expression, how can you feel your own death? 
You feel sad, maybe, about your own death? But do you 
mourn yourself? Do you go to your own funeral? Some 
people live as if they were going to their own funerals. 
But to experience death is to experience someone else’s 
death, and especially someone you care about. When 
you lose a parent, that’s bad enough, but this you expect. 
And you know they expect it for themselves as well a i  
for you. A wife, or husband, yes, that happens too, only 
it’s not supposed to happen until the end of your.life. 
But a child, a child less than a year old, no this should 
never be.” 

“How many Yankel?” 
“Three. The details don’t make a difference. A few 

people know about life. I tell a few, this one tells this 
one, that one tells that one. What’s the difference, one, 
two, three, nobody, your whole family. You want to 
write about me, you should go ahead and write about 
me, but tell them the details don’t make any difference. 
It’s the living you’re concerned about.” 

“It’s the living you’re concerned about,” I offered, 
“but it’s the dead you th ink  about, when you let your- 
self.” 

“You’re speaking now like a psychologist or a rabbi? 
You want to read my mind or you want to get me to 
pray? Don’t worry, I pray regularly, if you call ten 
seconds for God and twenty minutes trying to remember 
their faces praying. Not one photograph,*not one letter. 
Not one piece of something that one of my children 
drew on or wrote on. In  an old suit, down deep in one of 

my pockets, 1 discovered it two or three years after I 
came here, a piece of paper which obviously had come 
out of Germany with me. I remember my heart raced as 
I pulled it out and saw by the wrinkles it was old, that it 
came from there, from that time. I wanted it no matter 
what it was. I t  was a big piece of paper too, not a piece of 
ordinary stationery. Something substantial, I thought. 
In  this chair I sat down to read it. I unwrapped it like it 
was going to contain the secret of life, at least. What did 
I hope for? An old letter from my wife? My daughter 
wrote me one, maybe that was the letter because of all 
these things one saved, not because the Nazis would take 
them, but because in your sentimentality that’s what you 
do. So what could it be, this note on such unfamiliar . 

a looking paper? 
“What could it be? It could be precisely what it was, a 

name of a woman and an address in Leipzig. The woman 
I never heard of, the street I knew, although it was not 
near where I lived. So what did I feel? I felt sad, and I 
felt, I think, relieved too. I wished it had been some- 
thing, a souvenir, a something that would make me 
know them again, but it was good it wasn’t. It was best, 
maybe, to be rid of all the material parts of the past. Bad 
enough you have yourself. your memory. That’s enough 
of a souvenir. I must confess I wrote to this woman in 
Leipzig and asked her what her name might have been 
doing in my pants, but I never heard from her. Who 
knows, maybe I loaned my suit to a friend. Maybe it was 
never my suit in the first place. Who can remember 
what your clothes looked like. Maybe it was a mistake at 
a cleaning shop, a secret message from a spy. Could be 
anything. Fanny would probably know.” Yankel began 
to laugh. “Fanny, Fanny. My own little savior. Who are 
you, Fanny, that you decided one day to fetch a doctor 
for me, and how come such an elegant one? Fanny, 
could you by any chance, on the side, I mean, when 
you’re not cleaning ... ? No! Unthinkable! But Fanny, you 
saw this Dr. Marlowe. You must have because he got the 
key from you. How do you like this? I have new myster- 
ies to deal with. Maybe I can bring in that guy. what’s 
his name, Columbo, he could come in and solve the 
mystery of Fanny for me. And maybe a couple other 
mysteries too.” 


