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Hospitals, like bridges and prisons, have a certain permanent feel to them. And mostly 

they actually are fairly permanent features of the cities they serve: in New York, for 

example, it’s not at all unusual to meet people well into their senior years who were 

born in hospitals that are still fully functioning medical centers. But that hardly 

reflects reality: even excluding smaller hospitals that only vanished in the sense they 

were taken over by larger ones, there have been scores of hospitals that have simply 

vanished from the cityscape in the last century or two. Some, like St. Vincent’s, live 

on as names easily recognizable even today by most New Yorkers. But others have 

just evaporated from public memory: it’s the rare New Yorker today who can even 

say what borough Deepdale General was in, or St. Anthony’s. But even hospitals 

forgotten by all live on in the records that somehow manage to survive the decision to 

close them down. 

In New York, those records live on in The Vincent R. Impellitteri Archive, an 

immense building that covers more than three city blocks in the northeastern corner 

of the Bronx. For many years, such records were kept in several dozen different 

warehouses and storage facilities situated across the five boroughs and were thus 

accessible easily to no one at all. Indeed, it was only when the Impellitteri Archive 

was established in 1955 that the obligation to preserve the records of defunct hospitals 

was addressed in any permanent sense at all. Creating the archive was a gargantuan 

undertaking even after the site was secured: identifying the various locations in 

which the records had been previously stored was one thing, after all, but contracting 

with moving firms capable of dealing not with millions, but with tens of millions of 

brittle paper documents, and then creating even a rudimentary system for keeping 

them organized was another. But bringing together these countless files into one 



storage facility and labelling them correctly by hospital of origin was all that was 

done: once the initial funding ran out, no effort made to preserve the documents 

other than by warehousing them. Scores of thousands must simply have crumbled to 

dust in their unairconditioned new home. Nonetheless, millions of records remain 

available on-site for researchers and interested parties to find and possibly 

productively to use.  

St. Mark’s was a major Manhattan hospital until it closed in 1930, but its building was 

razed and no trace of it at all remains today at the intersection of Second Avenue and 

East 11th Street. My father—or at least the man I have always considered to be my 

father—was born there on February 23, 1920. He died in 1999, but lives on in my 

own recollective consciousness, in my memory. And also in one of the millions of 

brittle, moldering, yellowed folders housed at the Vincent R. Impellitteri Archive of 

the City of New York Health Department. And now we get to the point: how exactly 

I found myself in that place and what I found there in the course of my single visit is 

the story I am writing today to tell. 

 

This whole expedition into the past started on a whim. Julia asked me what I wanted 

for my coming birthday, the big six-oh. I told her, reasonably enough, that I wanted it 

to be the big five-oh. This, she responded regretfully, would not be possible. Luckily, 

however, she had an idea of something I’d possibly like that she actually could 

arrange for me to have. 

The conversation left no real impression on me. In fact, I had forgotten all about it 

until I came downstairs on the morning of my birthday and found, next to a pile of 

birthday cards from my kids, a smallish box from Julia wrapped up in what I 

recognized easily as a page from last Sunday’s magazine section.  



“What is it?” I asked as Julia joined me in the kitchen. 

“The future is yours to see,” Julia responded lightly in song, channeling Doris Day. 

“Que sera sera.” 

“The future?” I honestly had no idea what she was talking about. 

“Or the past,” she added mysteriously. “Aren’t you the one who’s always saying that 

the past is memory and the future is fantasy…and that all that exists in any real sense 

is the present?”  

“I may have once said that,” I answered tentatively. 

“Well, then,” she went on, “welcome to your past. And possibly to your future.” 

Resigned to my fate, I opened the box and found what in retrospect I should have 

already expected to find: a tube to spit into and send off to progenitors.com so they 

could analyze my DNA and tell me which part of the world my people come—or 

rather, came—from. 

I knew about these tests. (It was, after all, 2013, well into the age of web-based DNA 

banks.) And I had thought about buying one too. But then I had decided against it on 

the supposition that the results could only bring me grief if it turned out that I was 

half-Samoan and half-Basque instead of 100% Ashkenazic Jewish, which is what the 

grandson of four bona fide Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe, two from Poland 

and two from Belarus, should certainly be. As the doc always says when I ask about 

some test that I’ve read about somewhere, the reasonableness of taking any test 

depends fully on what you imagine you might do with the results. So I rejected the 

idea then as something best avoided. I realized now, however, that I may well have 

failed actually to tell that to Julia. 

“Are you pleased?”  

“I’m thrilled,” I said, trying to sound like I meant it.  



“The future is the only true mirror of the past,” she said, trying to sound like me 

speaking from the bimah. 

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “But what good can come from looking into a mirror” 

“You can make sure your part is straight,” she answered sweetly. “Or people with hair 

can.” 

“Hardy-har-har!” 

“I knew you’d love it.” 

And that was that. The decision was made. I had no real choice, but was also 

intrigued by the venture and slightly pleased for the decision to have been made for 

me. The next day I deposited the requisite amount of saliva in the plastic tube, sealed 

it with the tape provided by the company, and, using the pre-paid-for mailing label, 

sent it off at our local UPS Store. And that, I thought, was that. 

That, however, is never that. You’d think I’d know that by now. And yet the will to 

avoid confrontation, and particularly with ourselves, is one of the strongest of all 

human emotions. And so, now for a second time, I put the matter out of my mind and 

spent the following weeks working, writing, editing…doing what I do when I’m not 

obsessing about my family’s history, which is never. I was therefore just a bit caught 

off-guard when, just six weeks later, just as we were about to leave for a month in 

Jerusalem, I received an email from progenitors.com. My spit, they informed me 

solemnly, had been successfully analyzed and the results posted on their website. I 

could log on at my leisure and begin, and here I quote directly, I could “begin my 

journey into my family’s past.” Did I know at that precise moment what a bad idea 

this whole venture was? I may have had an inkling, but the real answer is that, no, I 

had no idea. I opened my phone, retrieved my log-in information, and went to the 

site. 

Given how remarkable the whole concept of on-line DNA banks actually is, it’s 

amazing how simple the next part actually was. I logged on. I clicked on the “DNA 

Results” menu, then selected “Ethnicity Estimate.” And almost instantly there I was, 



face to face, with my genetic past. 

I look as Jewish as anyone ever could. When I walk up to the Kotel in search of a 

minyan for Minchah, no one ever asks if I’m Jewish. Why would they? When I was 

in Buenos Aires a few years ago and wanted to go to shul on Friday night, the same 

security guard who was demanding to see everyone’s identity card or passport just 

waved me through as though we were old pals. I had a similar experience in Prague 

and, even more impressively, at the Great Synagogue in Stockholm, where the 

security—except apparently with respect to myself—couldn’t really be any tighter. I 

suppose I come by this honestly. My parents were as Jewish as they come. So were my 

grandparents. And that is the background to the next part of my story, which begins 

with me staring blankly at the screen and reading that my DNA heritage is half 

Ashkenazi Jewish…and half Irish. This, I told myself, was obviously an error. And, at 

that, a humorous one. Samoan would have been funnier. But not that much funnier!  

I’ve known a few Irish people over the years. I had a good friend back in college, as 

fully Irish-American as I was Jewish, with whom I attended my first (and last) St. 

Patrick’s Day Parade. But one of the touchpoints of our relationship was specifically 

how different we were, how we liked each other precisely because we were from 

such dissimilar worlds. So my first response was just to laugh…and to wonder if I 

should track Conor down to tell him the good news! And then I closed the window, 

filed the email away, and resolved to leave the whole matter to deal with after our 

time away. It was, after all, a busy week: we were leaving for Israel in just three days 

and I had a lot of last-minute errands to look after. By the time I was in the barber’s 

chair later that afternoon getting my pre-flight haircut, I had almost forgotten about 

the whole thing.  

But, as the song goes, almost doesn’t count. And so, just two nights later, when we 

were having a pre-departure dinner with my sister and her husband and with my 

favorite first cousin and his still-new second wife in a vegan restaurant on Avenue B, 

I told the story. We had all been at my cousin’s wedding not four months earlier, so 

we were still in “welcome to the family” mode with respect to our new cousin-in-law. 

(She was the vegan.) I guess I must have made it sound exciting, the whole mail-your-



saliva-to-the-lab thing, or at least intriguing. Although it was obvious that my results 

were impossible, all present found the whole concept of on-line DNA analysis 

arresting. And that despite the fact that, after all, it hadn’t worked for me in the 

desired way, that my results had been impossible to the point of being funny.  

The evening ended. We drove home, went right to bed, and the next morning we 

were up early to pack and get the house ready for our departure. That evening we 

were on a plane for Tel Aviv. 

Four weeks later, we were back home. And it was a few weeks after that that my 

sister called to tell me something that I hadn’t even been prescient enough to fear 

hearing: that she had been inspired to send her own spit to progenitors.com and that 

the results that had come back were identical to mine: 50% Ashkenazic European and 

50% Irish. I went on-line, logged onto my progenitors account, and found her easily 

under the “DNA Matches” tab on my screen, where she was described as my “certain” 

sibling, as someone whose DNA could only be interpreted with respect to my own as 

being that of a full sibling. In retrospect, I know this will sound crazy, but I still didn’t 

get it. Of course we were siblings, I remember thinking. The Irish thing was 

obviously some sort of algorithmic hiccup in their system, I suppose I thought. What 

else could it be?  

Julia was less amused when I told her about Lisa’s results over dinner that night. 

“There are other explanations,” she pointed out. “Perhaps one of your grandmothers 

had an affair with an Irishman and then forgot to tell her husband that he wasn’t the 

father of her baby.” 

I pondered that for a while, then dismissed it out of hand. “But I had four 

grandparents, not two,” I pointed out. “So to yield a result of 50% Irish, both my 

grandmothers would have had to have slept secretly with men whose own DNA was 

100% Irish. And how likely could that possibly have been? They both died the year I 

was in kindergarten, but I remember them both as super-traditional Jewish women, 

both with silvery Bensonhurst-blue hair tied up in buns at the backs of their heads. 

Both had strictly kosher homes. Both spoke Yiddish better than English, and both 

were almost fanatically devoted—this part I had heard from my parents—both were 



intensely devoted to the memory of their late husbands.” I hadn’t known either of my 

grandfathers, as Julia obviously knew. “But even if you want to argue that that kind of 

posthumous adulation specifically could be a function of pre-posthumous infidelity, 

are you really going to suggest that they both committed adultery with unadulterated 

Irishmen and then passed the fruit of their extracurricular activity off as their 

husbands’ children?” 

The idea was crazy. Julia thought so too. One, unlikely but possible. Two, so unlikely 

as actually not to be possible. But if the results weren’t in error, then there had to be a 

different explanation. Could two of my grandparents have been covert Irishmen 

masquerading as Eastern European Jews? That theory was even loonier than the 

double-adultery one! And then the other shoe dropped, or rather the third one. 

Stephen, the newly-wed cousin we had had dinner with before leaving, phoned a 

couple of weeks later to say that he needed to see me and to ask if I could find a spare 

half-hour that evening. It sounded serious, although I had no idea what he wanted: I 

think I thought he was going to ask my counsel regarding some unanticipated glitch 

in his new marriage. I’ve liked Stephen, whom I still call Stevie, since we were kids. 

We’ve been through a lot together, he and I. And so, because he was one of the 

people in my life I always make time for, I made time for him.  

“I’m done with minyan around 8:30. Can you come over then?” 

“I’ll help make the minyan and we can talk after,” he said without any hesitation at 

all.  

And there he was in our synagogue’s chapel at 8:00 PM when I got there for our 

evening service. I arrived just as the service was beginning and took note of his 

presence without greeting him formally. Fifteen minutes later, we were in my office. 

Stevie looked pale, worried. I really did think this was about his marriage. 

“Mike,” he began tentatively, “I have to tell you something.” 

“You know you don’t have to tell me you want to tell me something, Stevie. You can 

just tell me. Is there a problem at home?” 



He looked surprised. “A problem? No, we’re good. Things are happy.” 

Now it was my turn to look surprised. “That’s good to hear,” I said encouragingly. “So 

what brings you out here?” Stevie was one of those Manhattanites who never leaves 

New York County except when unavoidably necessary. “Not that you need a reason 

to visit!” 

He leaned slightly toward me in his chair, looking a bit grim. “I have something to 

tell you,” he said again. I said nothing at all, just waited for him to get on with it. 

“After we all heard your story, I had the test too,” he went on. “I got my results back 

the other day and, guess what, I’m 100% Ashkenazic Jewish.”  

“There’s a surprise!” I responded. If there’s someone in the world who looks even 

more Jewish than do, it’s my cousin Steve. “No Irishmen lurking in your closet?” 

“Mike,” he said, ignoring my question, “I paid extra to have our relationship explored 

in more detail. You specifically permitted that when you signed on, you know.” 

I had no recollection of that, but who knew? Maybe I had agreed that my genetic 

results could be made public to others. “I guess,” I said, suddenly unsure where this 

was going. 

“Mike,” he began again, “there’s no relationship between us. We are genetically 

disparate. Our fathers were brothers. We have two of the same grandparents. We 

can’t not have any genetic link between us. But I had them repeat the test three times 

and the results were uniformly that we are fully unrelated, you and me. At least 

biologically. That doesn’t mean I don’t love you. But it means we’re DNA strangers.” 

I didn’t know what to think. It sounded like more erroneous data, but that whole line 

of explanation—that these were all mistakes devoid of any real meaning—that whole 

concept that everything unexpected was simply wrong, that was getting a little far-

fetched as the implications of Stevie’s test slowly suggested themselves to me. We 

wrapped up the meeting quickly—neither of us could really think of anything to 

say—and I went home. I didn’t mention any of this to Julia, the one person in the 



world from whom I have no secrets at all. But it wasn’t from Julia that I was hiding a 

truth I could sense but not really yet see. 

Over the next few days, a plan evolved. Rosh Hashanah was two weeks away. It was a 

busy time for me. I had my sermons mostly written, but I still had a thousand other 

details to look after at work. I needed some personal time as well to prepare internally 

for the days ahead. I did my best to avoid pondering the implications of Stevie’s test 

and of Lisa’s, but I did find the courage to take two important steps forward in the 

course of those last weeks of a waning year. I asked for Lisa’s DNA and mine to be 

compared—unlike myself, she had consciously permitted this when signing up—and 

I phoned a cousin on my mother’s side, my Cousin Ian, and asked if he would sign up 

and have himself tested as well. I told him the whole story. He listened and declared 

himself willing, said he had been thinking of doing it anyway. I offered to pay for his 

test, to which offer he responded by laughing and telling me he could afford to pay 

his own way. As well he could—Ian has worked for Goldman Sachs for decades and 

lives on Park Avenue in the seventies. And that was where we left things.  

He phoned back a few weeks later. He had had his test and it came back, just like 

Stevie’s, as 100% Ashkenazic Jewish. So no surprise there. He had asked for his results 

to be compared to mine and there was no surprise there either: progenitors.com 

declared us first cousins, the children of siblings—which was precisely what we 

thought we were.  And that left me on my own to figure out where things stood. 

I worked the data. Lisa and I were definitely siblings, our matched DNA indicating a 

half-Jewish, half-Irish genetic background. Ian, whose mother was our mother’s sister 

and whom progenitors identified as our genetic cousin, was fully, 100% Ashkenazic 

Jewish. So that means the Jewish half of our half-Jewish DNA came from my mother. 

But Stevie was not my biological relative at all. We had no shared DNA. Which 

means that our fathers could not have been brothers. Which is what they were. Or 

what we had always taken them for. And what they themselves surely thought as 

well. The fact that his DNA was 100% Jewish meant that his father too must have 

been Jewish. And that left my dad in the spotlight. Or do I mean on the hot seat? My 

father died in 1999, but he was suddenly back in my life…and not merely as a 



supportive presence surfacing from time to time in my recollective consciousness, but 

as an actual daily companion whom I couldn’t have shaken off even had I wanted to. 

Not that I wanted him gone at all! Or at least not until he came clean and told me his 

secret. 

I pondered the situation daily and darkly. The holiday season was long behind us by 

now. The weather was becoming distinctly brisker with each passing day. I wore a 

jacket to work now instead of walking to shul just in shirtsleeves. Julia had already 

begun to make some tentative plans for Thanksgiving with the kids and their various 

others. But a seed had been planted. And seeds, once planted, grow in fertile soil 

regardless of whether their planter subsequently does or doesn’t wish them to. 

I considered the issue a dozen different ways. The test results only really made sense 

if I had one Jewish parent and one Irish parent. And if my father and his brother were 

not actually blood relatives, that opened the door to the simplest explanation of my 

test results and Lisa’s: that out father was as 100% Irish as our mother was 100% 

Jewish. Now I felt like I really was in the soup. And I couldn’t see any nearby 

kreplach to hold onto.  

 

It really must have been 110° in that corridor at the Impellitteri Archive. The poor 

man assigned to ushering me along, a thin black man who had introduced himself to 

me as Mr. Wilson, said nothing as we walked. I also said nothing. It felt like hours 

had passed although I knew that we had only been walking for ten or twelve minutes. 

And then, suddenly, we turned a corner and were facing a door featuring a bulletin 

board displaying, held in place by four colored pushpins, a single index card that read 

“St. Mark’s Hospital, New York County, 1890–1931.” 

My heart was pounding as Mr. Wilson calmly opened the door and walked inside. I 



followed. Inside were three walls of rickety file cabinets, a folding table under a light 

fixture, and a chair.  

“Knock yourself out,” Mr. Wilson said jocularly. 

“Thanks. How do I let you know when I want to leave?” 

“There’s a push-door at the far end of the corridor that leads to the parking lot. Just 

leave and I’ll come by to lock up later.”  He looked up at me directly. “Don’t steal 

anything,” he said, chuckling at the very thought that anyone could possibly want 

any of this moldering junk enough to steal it And then he was gone. It was 9:30 in the 

morning. The air in the room was stale and stagnant. There was a tiny window at the 

far end of the room, which I opened. I stood there for a minute, breathing in the cool 

autumn air. And then I turned on the light fixture, then took off my jacket, and got to 

work. 

The rest of the story you can probably guess. On February 23, 1920, there were born 

at St. Marks—as I knew there must have been—two baby boys, one of whom grew up 

to be my father. The other was Fergus Hugh Gallagher, whose weight and length at 

birth were recorded in his file, as were too his parents’ names, their home address, 

and their own parents’ names. This data, of course, was from 1920. The chances that 

the family was still living on the same street in the Bronx were, I figured, zero. But 

Fergus is not at all a popular name these days. And the fact that Fergus’s father’s name 

was Séamus—an even less popular name, particularly when spelled that way—

seemed beyond promising to me. I felt buoyed by my day’s work, but also seriously ill 

at ease. I was onto something, surely. But what exactly it was, I had not yet allowed 

myself to say clearly…even to myself. In retrospect, I suppose I really did know. But 

it didn’t feel that way to me at the moment, even though my expedition to the Bronx 

itself only made sense if I understood perfectly well how things were and what the 

data more or less had to confirm.  

I found him easily enough. Or at least I found his death certificate: born the same day 

as my dad, Fergus had died in the same year as well. A little bit of digging—some 

Facebook, some nyc.gov, a shake of Google, a dollop of Bing—and out from the cloud 



stepped the late Fergus’s daughter, a woman named Eileen Gallagher Doyle, who 

turned out to live just a few blocks from my younger son’s apartment in Sunnyside. A 

week later, I was sitting in Eileen Doyle’s kitchen. 

She turned out to be a lovely woman just two or three years younger than myself. She 

made coffee and, as we sat across from each other, she told me the outline of her 

story: two brothers, a mother currently in an assisted living facility in Westchester, a 

husband of thirty-five years, a daughter and two sons of her own. And a thick photo 

album of her parents’ early years that her mother hadn’t wished to take along to her 

tiny room in Westchester. Bingo! 

There was no possibility of any mistake. Her father looked more like my grandfather 

than my own father did. A lot more. And then I saw a picture of Séamus, Eileen’s 

father’s father…and he looked more like my dad than even I did. They were born the 

same day in the same hospital and they were the only two boys born that day. They 

were almost exactly the same weight. They were exactly the same length. They both 

had blue eyes. I suddenly had tears in my blue eyes, so overcome did I feel with a set 

of emotions I couldn’t even begin to name. Eileen, I noted, was wiping away tears in 

hers as well.  

What were we to each other? It wasn’t that easy to say. We weren’t cousins. We 

certainly weren’t siblings. But saying who we weren’t was distinctly easier than 

saying who we were. I was the son of my father just as unambiguously as she was the 

daughter of hers. But my father, raised by his parents as a Jew from the day they 

brought him home from the hospital, was clearly originally someone else. And her 

father, brought up from birth as a proud son of Ireland, had just as clearly once been 

my grandparents’ baby. Briefly. That much seemed clear. But what all this meant in 

the larger picture of things was dramatically less easy to ferret out. Was my father 

who he was or who he wasn’t? I wasn’t even sure I understood the question, let alone 

felt able to answer it cogently. My father was circumcised on the eighth day of his 

life, was called to the Torah as a bar-mitzvah on the Saturday following his thirteenth 

birthday, was married to my mother under a chuppah by the rabbi of my 

grandparents’ shul, and lived out his days as a deeply engaged, committed Jewish 



man. Was it all a sham? Was he really someone else? He certainly wasn’t Fergus Hugh 

Gallagher! But if he wasn’t who he was and he wasn’t who he wasn’t, then who 

exactly was he? My dad lived into his late seventies, did much good in the world, 

labored with my mother to create the loving home in which Lisa and I were raised, 

worked hard his whole life to support his family (first as a typesetter for the New 

York Times and then, later on, in their advertising department), and died content 

with his lot and grateful for all he had. So how could be possibly not have been 

himself?  

Eventually, I told the story to the rest of the players—to Julia, of course, but also to 

Lisa, to Stevie, and to Ian. And I told it to my kids as well, although not right away. 

As the months passed, it became a part of the narrative—a part of our narrative—that 

was more interesting than earth-shattering. There was, after all, nothing at all to do 

about it. My dad was gone. So was Fergus. Eileen invited Julia and me over to meet 

her children. Eventually, we reciprocated and had her and her husband over to meet 

ours. We said we’d stay in touch, but I think we both knew that wasn’t in the cards 

for either of us. I found room in my heart for Eileen and her people, for her late 

father who could have been mine, and for her mother. I feel certain she wished the 

best for us as well. We had chuckled over the weirdness that her dad had always liked 

eating in Jewish delicatessens and my dad had always liked Irish music, but behind 

the chuckles were a set of deeply existential questions. Are we who we are or who we 

could have been? Are we the slaves or the masters of unfulfilled potential? Are we our 

genes or are we our deeds? Do history and destiny have to be functions of each other, 

or is that just how it usually works out? Is the fault in our stars or in ourselves? With 

all respect to the prince of Denmark, that really is the question! 


