
He was very young to be interrogated but as young as he was, there was little chance of him falling for one of the oldest tricks in the book. 


Richard Siegelman was possibly the most intelligent individual every to grace the halls of Glen Cove Middle School.  He had been keeping a detailed daily journal since he had learned to read.   At 12 years old, his class notebooks were precise and detailed. But Richard himself, while blessed with great intelligence, was also cursed with a mild learning disability.  He was ‘emotionally disturbed’. What that meant was confusing to someone unfamiliar with Richard. But to those who shared his class, the meaning was readily apparent. Richard was, at times, unable to control his ‘emotions’. If that horrid teacher Mrs. Williams, for example, made a mistake in front of the class, Richard’s mind would detect it immediately and sort of ‘short circuit’.  He might blurt out, “stupid”  or “mistake” or “bad teacher”, loud enough for everyone in the class, including Mrs. Williams, to hear.


A scheme was hatched by a troublemaker named Steve, to steal Richards prized class notebooks. For a simple youth such as Steve, such a grand scheme was impossible without a partner in crime. So he solicited the assistance of a fellow classmate. His salesmanship was superb and he came close to enlisting Claude in the prank. Claude’s first reaction to the plot was delight. But thoughts of somehow harming someone who had done nothing to him, combined with thoughts of Richard’s unpredictable and emotional reaction, won over. He categorically rejected the plan and refused to participate.


Steve went forward on his own and, not surprisingly, was caught. 

Mr. Harvey Jessum was a fierce disciplinarian with steely blue eyes and a towering presence. Had corporal punishment not been prohibited, Harvey Jessum would have been counted among its chief proponents. “Spare the rod and spoil the child”. 

So Claude found himself in Harvey Jessum’s office, waiting and wondering what was going on. “So.”, Jessum began, “ Richard Siegelman’s notebooks have been stolen. Do you know anything about that?”  “No.”, he answered, with perfect timing (he was already 3 questions ahead of Harvey Jessum). “Well”, he continued, “Steven says you took them.” Now a little time to think. So its going to be that trick. “I didn’t”, said Claude. “Are you saying he’s lying? Well if you didn’t do it, who did” “I don’t know if he’s lying, but I didn’t do it.”  

This very short interrogation landed Claude an in-school one day suspension. He was incarcerated in the dark but very large walk-in closet that was used by students for their coats and hats. He was permitted to leave for the bathroom and for lunch recess only.  His parents were not notified which was very fortunate for Harvey Jessum for Claude’s father would never tolerate any bullying of his son.  The former prize-fighter had the physical capacity and temperament to reduce Mr. Jessum to a damaged pile.

What became of Steven and Richard Siegelman is anyone’s guess. But Claude went on to law school and Harvey Jessum rose to department head and then Dean of Students. It was because of his studies that Claude found himself in New York City one late afternoon in November, hitting the books. A short break to skim the Glen Cove Guardian yielded a disturbing surprise. Old Harvey Jessum, who must have been close to sixty by then, was on the ballot for the Glen Cove Board of Education. He relived the event in his mind and lamented the unfairness of the event and now of life itself.  But it was Tuesday, Election Day, five o’clock.  Glen Cove was an hour away by train. Classes in the morning. Too late. Well, he might not win after all.   But he might.

He reached for the phone and caught his brother, John, at home in Glen Cove. “

“John, what are you doing?”

“Eating dinner.”

“Did you vote?”

“No.”

“Are you going to vote?”

“No. It’s a minor election.”

“Are you registered?”

“Yes.”

“Do me a favor?”

“Sure. What?”

“Go down and vote.”

“What for?”

“Can you do it?”

“Sure. ”

“I want you to vote for Ruth Paterno for Board of Education. I don’t care about anything else. Just vote for Paterno for Board of Education.”

“Ok. I’ll do it. Right after dinner.”

And he did.  Claude checked back with him later in the evening and he confirmed that he cast his ballot for Ruth Paterno.

The next day, the results were published in the Guardian.

Ruth Paterno  7,432

Harvey Jessum 7,431

Harvey Jessum had lost by one vote, that single vote, that vote cast by John for his brother Claude. 

Jessum asked for a recount and one was taken promptly.

Ruth Paterno 7,432

Harvey Jessum 7,431

Mr. Jessum was never again to run for elected office.

