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Author’s Note


 


 


 


 


In the time and place in which this story is set it was common to use words like wop, mick, chink, nigger, spick and kike in normal conversation—sometimes with opprobrium, often not. In order to reflect the spirit of the time I have not bowdlerized its language. Readers who may find this practice vexing are forewarned.


The novel’s Bhotke Young Men’s Society never existed, though a Bodker Young Men’s Aid Association was very much in existence in the last century. My late father, Bernard L. Kestin, was a member. The actual Bodker Association was uninvolved in the events that follow, which are fictional.


So far as the author knows, the details of a vanished era in this book are all correct—but one. Find it if you can. And let me know via heshkestin@gmail.com. 


 


H.K.










Chapter 1


 


 


 


 


The notorious gangster Shushan Cats walked into my life through the doors of the Bhotke Young Men’s Society—in 1963 the only truly young man in the group was me—where I had become recording secretary the month before by a vote of 57 to 56 with three abstentions after it had been decided to switch the group’s official language to English. In one sense this was foolish, because while most of the members were fluent in Yiddish, Hebrew, Aramaic, Russian and Polish, in English there were few who did not sound like the character on the Jack Benny Show—when television was still mainly black-and-white—called Mr. Kitzel, whose voice, inflection and grammar made the average shopkeeper on Sutter Avenue, in Brownsville, the section of Brooklyn where I grew up, sound like Lawrence Olivier chatting airily with Vivian Leigh. 


Why did the Bhotke Society make the change from Yiddish? In those days being foreign-born was somehow suspect. The Red Scare was still on, though somewhat evolved. Only a few years before, Ethel and Julius Rosenberg were executed as nuclear spies, and now the US was engaged in, and apparently losing, a space race with the Soviet Union. Among the minorities Jews stood out, marked by a culture, to say nothing of a religion, that would not go away; aside from a few sects in odd corners, Jews were then the only non-Christians. In melting-pot America we were heat-resistant, tempered by several thousand years of being close to, if not in, history’s fires. In a largely Protestant nation, even the president, a handsome, charming and intelligent scalawag named John Fitzgerald Kennedy, had almost failed to reach the White House because many voters questioned whether his ultimate loyalty was to the Constitution or to the pope in Rome. While a younger and more affluent generation of native-born Jews felt as American as baseball, Frank Sinatra and Chinese food, the foreign-born, most of whom had escaped the Nazi ovens through pure luck, considered themselves marginal. For their sons the line between newly American and American never existed—many had fought in Korea, or in World War II, or both—but for the so-called greenhorns American was not a noun but a verb: you had to work at it. Even the longtime recording secretary, whose Yiddish was not only perfect but perfectly legible, voted himself out of the job in a flurry of nativism that would have given pause to the Ku Klux Klan. Because my late father had been a member, I was drafted: my English was perfect. In fact, it was at the first meeting at which I was in charge of the minutes that the doors opened with a flourish—they were double doors, and they were flung open—and I saw what would be my fate.


The figure who stood there—it seemed for minutes—was one of those small men native to Brooklyn who appeared to have been boiled down from someone twice the size, the kind who when a doctor tries to give him an injection the needle bends. Even in a belted camel-hair coat over a brown suit with sky-blue stripes he looked muscular, intense, dangerous. He may have had a baby-face and a baby-blue hat with a brown silk band, but believe me this customer was neither childish nor comical, though with the election of John F. Kennedy, bareheaded at his inauguration three years before, hats would already seem archaic, like music without a strong back-beat. (Whether as cause or effect, car roofs were growing lower every year, making hats impractical for men and women both.) The man at the rear of our meeting room could get away with it. Shushan Cats could wear a clown costume and cover his face in jam and feathers, but the way he stood there would nonetheless demand respect, if not outright fear. Unlike the Bhotke Society members, who had wives and children, who had jobs or businesses, who had in fact something to lose, this type, known in Yiddish as a shtarker, a hard-guy, had nothing to defend, not even his life. If you cut off his fists he would go after you with the stumps of his arms; cut off his legs and he would wriggle like a snake and bite into your femoral artery until you died and he drowned in the blood. Even the Italian gangsters stayed away. There was something in these tough Jews that created a micro-climate of anticipation, if not fear. These were the nothing-to-lose Jews who had fought to the death in the Warsaw Ghetto, the pimps who had run the white-slave trade in Buenos Aires, the Hebrew avengers who had strung up five British soldiers for every Jewish rebel hung in Palestine. In the thirties they had formed Murder Inc. to sell custom-made assassination to the Italian mobs. In boxing they had dominated the ring in the undernourished divisions. In business they had been ruthless. And after the war they had become the smooth operators who managed criminal enterprises for a Mafia that was long on muscle but short on the kind of entrepreneurial skills that would build Havana as the world capital of gambling, and when President Kennedy closed that down with an embargo to punish Fidel Castro, Las Vegas to take its place. It could be seventy degrees in a heated room in the Crown Heights Conservatory on Eastern Parkway, which rented such places to fraternal organizations, political groups and social clubs, but when Shushan Cats walked in he brought with him a chill.


Also he did not close the doors, which did not help.


The president of the Bhotke Society at the time was a dentist named Feivel (Franklin) Rubashkin (Robinson)—he was in the process of Americanizing his name, a popular occurrence in the sixties. Feivel stood six-foot-three, especially tall in those days, and was a health fanatic who lived on nuts and then-exotic items like avocados and artichokes that most people at the time would not even have known you could eat, much less how, and he kept himself in top condition by lifting weights and swimming a hundred laps a day at the Young Men’s Hebrew Association on Rockaway Avenue. But I didn’t need a microscope to see him give an involuntary shudder when the man in the doorway finally spoke.


“Is this the Bhotke club?” 


Addressing over two hundred men this way—all were turned around in their seats, only Feivel and I on the dais facing the door—was as close as anyone could get to asking the perfect rhetorical question. Poor Feivel looked at me as though to ascertain the truth: Is it? Is yes the right answer? Could someone else answer?


Whether because I was naive or simply took my new position as an officer of the Bhotke group seriously, I said in a clear voice: “It is.”


The shtarker stood in the doorway, letting in the cold. “My name is Cats,” he said. “My mother was born in Floris, next door to Bhotke. I understand people from Floris can become a member because there is no Floris association.”


Again it was left to me. I turned to Feivel, who nodded. “That’s true, ” I said with borrowed authority. I had never even heard of Floris. But I knew of Shushan Cats.


“So make me a member.”


“Please come in then.”


“I can be a member?” Cats said, so plaintively he sounded like a child who for the first time was offered love, or perhaps only acceptance.


“You have to fill out a card.”


“Okay.”


“And pay ten dollars initiation. Then it’s eighteen a year in dues, including for a cemetery plot.” As with most of the Jewish fraternal organizations, this was the big draw. The Bhotke group had a choice piece of real estate in Beth David Cemetery in Queens, squeezed in on either side between the Gerwitz Association and the Loyal Sons of Bielsk, and facing the huge plot of the Grodno Union.


“Not a problem,” the gangster said. Immediately he pulled a roll of bills the size of a baseball out of his pocket and peeled off a single banknote. “Ten to start, and another ninety, which takes care of five years. How’s my math?”


I don’t know where I got the nerve. “Maybe you’d like to shut the doors and come in,” I said. “There’s a draft.”


He took several steps forward. Behind him a large man in a light grey suit and a hat like a watermelon, both in color and size, appeared out of nowhere and closed the doors behind them both. Probably a bodyguard, he had a thin mustache like a dirty line over his upper lip. “That’s it, that’s the whole deal?”


Feivel, the president, looked to me. It appeared I was the designated speaker. “That’s it. Is there something on your mind, Mr . . . ?” Everyone in New York knew who he was.


“Cats,” he said with amused patience. “Shoeshine Cats.”


Now the entire membership swiveled back to look at me. From the moment the gangster had entered everyone had turned around in their seats, magnetized. The man had been on the front page of the Daily Mirror the week before, being pulled along by two huge detectives in a perp walk on his way to an arraignment for a whole menu of crimes, the least impressive of which was racketeering. The headline was typical of the day:


 


HE’S NO PUSSY


MOBSTER CATS 


BELLED BY COPS


SHOESHINE TO DA:


“DROP DEAD, NAZI!”


 


As he walked down the aisle toward me the gangster stopped to shake hands with those seated at the end of each row. It became a kind of triumphal procession. At each hand he would look the person in the eye and say, “How ya doin’?” or “Shalom Aleichem!” or “Good to see ya!” By the time he reached the dais even Feivel had relaxed sufficiently to press his hand. “Are you the boss?” Cats demanded.


“Dr. Robinson,” Feivel said to the accompaniment of a soft groan from several of the more unrepentent Yiddishists, who had never forgiven Isser Danielovitch, whose father had been a founding member, for changing his name to Kirk Douglas. “I’m the president. It’s not like a union, for life. My term ends in February.”


“A doctor?”


“Of dentistry,” Feivel said. He started looking for a card in his blue suit.


“A dentist ain’t no doctor,” Cats said, waving him off. “I got one. Fleishberg, on Pitkin Avenue.”


“Fine man,” Feivel said. He was becoming nervous again. There hadn’t been so much excitement in the Bhotke Young Men’s Society since the time—I was a child then but my father told the story—when Maurice Kuenstler’s wife broke in to accuse him of adultery with his secretary, a shwartzer at that. 


“Yeah, yeah,” Cats said, showing about as much patience as any of us had with Feivel, who had the job because nobody else wanted it. “Who’s the kid with the mouth?”


By this he meant me. “I’m no kid,” I said. “I’m the recording secretary.”


“You got a name too?”


“Russell.”


“Russell ain’t a name. It’s a half of one.”


“Newhouse.” I put out my hand.


Cats took it. His own hand was small, smaller than my own, but seemed to be made of some sort of warm steel, with no fat on it, just sinew. He held mine in his, trapped. “Russy,” he said. “I’m going to deal only with you, because you got a set of balls on you could sink a battleship. You’re my man in the Bhotke group, okay?”


My hand wasn’t going anywhere. “Okay.” 


“I’m a member, right?”


“Yes, Mr. Cats. Paid up for five years.” Most members were in arrears. The treasurer complained about it at every meeting. 


“So I got a spot?”


I looked down at his hand. A spot? A dot? A freckle? “A spot?”


“In Queens?”


I still didn’t get it.


“Where the dead go.”


“A cemetery plot? A spot in the cemetery?” Was this gangster preparing for the next world—would other gangsters or maybe the police burst in with guns blazing to rub him out right here in some settlement of accounts? Like everyone else in New York, I fancied myself an expert on the underworld, not least because the tabloids pushed the Mafia in front of our eyes every morning. For my consternation, my hand was gripped even more tightly.


“What are you, a wise guy?” Cats said. It wasn’t a question. “A minute ago I thought you was smart, now you don’t know one thing from the other? Yeah, a cemetery plot. What do you think I’m here for, the social life? The booze? The broads?”


“I don’t know, sir.”


“Sir? How old are you?”


“Twenty-one,” I said, adding only a year.


“Friggin’ old enough to vote and you can’t tell when a guy is in mourning? My mama died last night. She’s laying on a slab in Maimonides Hospital, in a frigerator, because we ain’t got nowhere to lay her for her internal rest.”


“Sir, I—”


“Don’t call me sir. You call me Shushan, not Shoeshine like in the papers. Shu-shan.” He turned to the rest of the membership. “Everybody else, you can call me Mr. Cats.” He turned back to me. “You’re a smart kid. I got a good feeling about you.”


“Thank you . . . Shushan.”


“Goddamn right,” the gangster said, giving my hand a further squeeze, tenderly now, as though it were a tomato being tested for ripeness. “So all the details, the arrangements, the hearse, the flowers, the invites, the rabbi, the gravediggers, all that shit, I’m leaving to you. I’m trusting you, Russy.” He released my hand—then grabbed it again, and pumped it like a well-handle. “You take care of my mama, Shushan Cats’ll take care of you.”










Chapter 2


 


 


 


 


My life at this point hardly left a lot of time for arranging funerals, or anything else. To put it mildly, I fancied myself something of a Jewish Casanova, which some might say was only to be expected, since that’s how Newhouse comes out in Italian. How I myself came to Italian was simple: English I learned on the street, Yiddish from my father, Hebrew I absorbed from after-school religious lessons I suffered through until I was thirteen, but when I had a choice of languages at Thomas Jefferson High School on Pennsylvania Avenue in East New York, I didn’t take French or Spanish or German but was drawn, if not magnetized, by the language of Dante Alighieri, Giovanni Boccaccio, Niccolo Machiavelli, Giussepe di Lampedusa, Luigi Pirandello and Marie-Antonetta Provenzano. The writers I knew, more or less, but Marie-Antonetta I wished to know, intensely, deliriously, repeatedly. She had thick black hair usually piled on top of her head in a teased beehive like a crown, tiny feet, wet brown eyes and nipples so prominent behind the tight pastel sweaters she wore to school they might have been light switches. She was fifteen. Little wonder that at fourteen I was in love with everything Italian, and even more so in the way of unrequited love when six months later her family moved to Long Island and I never saw her again. All I was left with was Boccaccio and company, in truth not such a bad deal, because when I read the classics, which is pretty much all I read, I neither risked catching a disease nor had second thoughts as I smoked a cigarette and looked up at the ceiling while some female, a perfect stranger in all ways but the flesh, insisted on making conversation; Pirandello never let me down. The fact is, I spent most of my non-reading time with the fair sex, with whom I dealt on a non-exclusive basis. Maybe it was because I lost my mother when I was still little more than a toddler there was a void in my life that literature could not fill: in love for a day, a week, a month, and then on to the next. By the time I was sixteen I was living on my own in a single-room ground-floor apartment on Eastern Parkway in the same building where I had once lived with my father. Sometimes one girl would walk in as another left. On top of this I made my living for a while as a sperm donor, which tied economics to physiology. Condoms were more or less the birth control of the day, and I was usually able to slip one off, pour the contents into a vial, call a cab and send it to a doctor on Park Avenue who paid me for every drop. Even today sometimes I’ll spot a young man or woman with a nose that looks too much like mine. 


At the time Shushan Cats came into my life I was seeing a girl named Celeste Callinan whom I’d met in advanced-Italian class at Brooklyn College. Celeste was one of those sweet-tempered outer-borough girls Henry Miller liked to write about: pliant of will, strawberry of hair, and so loudly orgasmic she must have frightened the neighbors, Hasidic Jews so modest about things sexual that, despite spawning dozens of kids, husbands and wives never saw each other in the nude. Celeste had no such hang-ups, possibly because unlike the Hasidim she could neutralize her sins at the nearest corner church for the price of a mea culpa and three Hail Marys, ten if the priest was gay. Celeste was so active I barely had to do anything but show up, and she had the delightful habit of bringing food, usually pizza or lo mein, Brooklyn’s two major food groups. That I was circumcised probably added to her love for me, and love it was. I discovered this, first to my gratification (who doesn’t want to inspire love?) and then my outright horror (who wants a woman who won’t go away?) when I was ready to move on. I was twenty years old and male, for crying out loud, and half the population of the five boroughs was demonstratively female. It wasn’t so much that I wasn’t ready to settle down—it was that I wasn’t ready for anything but the most extreme variety. Keeping Celeste at bay while I continued my gynecological researches had become a full-time job. At first I found her waiting on my stoop. Then she graduated from Stalking 101: she had stolen a copy of my key, so she could get into my apartment at any time unless I used the iron security bar to double-lock the door when I was home. When I wasn’t I kept finding someone waiting for me, which is just what occurred when I walked down Eastern Parkway with a funeral on my mind, and let myself in. 


Maybe I was too much involved with figuring out how to arrange for the eternal rest of Shushan Cats’ mother. As soon as I closed the door behind me I tried immediately to open it again. A large foot attached to a policeman pushed it shut. I wasn’t really afraid of the police, no more than any other white kid in New York at the time, but I had reason to fear this particular cop.


Like the other two men in the room, he had Celeste’s strawberry hair, brightly freckled skin and, it turned out, the same enthusiasm for robust physical activity. All of them were big—and bigger together.


The cop didn’t speak first. In fact, I don’t remember him speaking at all. It was the priest, whose words were soft, unthreatening, understated and cut off by the fireman, who got in the first punch. After that it was every New York Casanova’s nightmare: three Irish older brothers taking turns. By the time they left I not only hated myself for having banged their sister, but personally regretted the entire Irish potato famine that had sent the United States of America an emigration that really, really hurt.










Chapter 3


 


 


 


 


By noon the next day I managed to limp to the bathroom, survey the external damage, and piss blood. Standing in the grotty shower for a half hour, I let the hot water do its job while my mind slowly tried to crank like an engine that was all but seized. Little by little I came to realize the problem was not Celeste and her brothers—their work was done—but Shushan Cats, who was expecting a funeral. If he didn’t get his, I might very well get mine. It is amazing how fear can energize the exhausted.


But it wasn’t just adrenalin that was flowing through me: it was, I was surprised to note, alacrity. By the time I was able to get down a cup of instant coffee with enough sugar in it to float a spoon—and then throw it up: more blood—I had formulated a plan. In the Yellow Pages I chose the largest ad. Even dialing hurt—this was a time when making a phone call was a physical activity. “I’m calling for Mr. Shushan Cats. His mother died yesterday and he wants you to make the arrangements.”


“I’m sorry for your loss,” the man on the other end said. “Who?”


“Shoeshine Cats, the gangster.”


“The one in the papers?”


“No, the one whose pointy-toe shoe is going to be buried up your ass if you don’t pay attention.”


Then I called Feivel. 


“Russ,” he said. “I can’t talk to you now. I have a patient.”


“Strangle him,” I said. “Feivel, Frank, whoever you are today, I need you to call Beth David, arrange for a plot with a sign on it that says Cats, and a hole big enough for Shushan’s mama, plus bring every member that can show up.”


“I have a patient.”


“Fine,” I said, and as I did noticed that one of my own teeth was a bit wobbly. “I’ll tell our grieving friend you’re too busy for his mother’s eternal rest, and I’ll give him your address.”


“What are you talking, Russ? This is not something for a dentist.”


“I’m not addressing you as a dentist. I’m addressing you as president of the Bhotke Young Men’s. You wanted the job?”


“Yes, but—” 


“But nothing. You got it. Believe me, Rubashkin or Robinson or whatever, if you fuck with me Shushan Cats and company are going to fuck with you. If you’re lucky they’ll break your hands so you can’t make a living. If you’re less lucky you’ll have a new career—”


“What kind of—”


“As a soprano. You want Shushan to make you into Christine Jorgensen?”


That did it. Christine Jorgensen was the first American male to have a sex change. An icon of the fifties, she was famous as “The man who went abroad and came back a broad.” Even the Daily Mirror, the most sensational tabloid of the day, did not have to exaggerate the headline on its front page: EX-GI BECOMES BLONDE BEAUTY. Instinctively I knew that when you make a threat, it helps to provide a visual. And this hoodlum wisdom was only from shaking Shushan Cats’ hand. It was a hell of an intense shake.


By the next day I had stopped pissing blood and managed to hold down soup and toast, though on the subway to Beth David the condition of my face caused strangers to stare. I was now forced to rely on public transportation: not content to bust up my body and apartment, the brothers Callinan had as well played Erin go bragh on my car, a big-finned 1957 Plymouth Belvedere convertible that had seen better days but still, before the coming of the Fenians, had a roof, window glass, head and tail lights and unslashed tires. I was however less concerned with property than with body and soul, with emphasis on body. Almost certainly I had a couple of nicely cracked ribs, both on the right—the brothers Callinan were southpaws—where at least bone could not splinter off and puncture my heart. But my ribs were probably damaging something: parts of my body were announcing themselves to which I had never been formally introduced. To make matters worse, it had just begun to rain. 


As I walked quickly down the main road of the cemetery a red 1963 Cadillac Eldorado Biarritz convertible, top of the line—in that year the car cost $7500, annual take-home pay for a successful lawyer— braked hard and its four-foot wide door flew open like the wing of some giant cardinal. In the driver’s seat was the large man with the pencil mustache, this time in a dark gray suit and a large black hat, and beyond him his employer, who said something I couldn’t hear.


“He says get in the car, dummy,” the large man said. This was a nice enough meatball whom, I was to learn, everyone called Ira-Myra’s, because of his wife, one of those lush Brooklyn beauties whose body could stop a parade, and whose name was always on Ira’s lips: Myra this, Myra that. The big lug was so helplessly in love it was cute, except that he was also maniacally jealous. Maybe a parade would have stopped for Myra, but everyone in Shushan’s circle made it a point not even to look in her general direction. For all practical purposes, the combination of her shape and Ira’s jealousy made her all but invisible, a striking woman who could enter a room and be totally ignored by every man in it.


Ira-Myra’s leaned forward and the front seat canted open for me to climb in. Before I could say thanks I found myself swallowing hard: I was seeing a ghost. There on the back seat was none other than an excellent facsimile of Marie-Antonetta Provenzano, an older version for sure, but from the same maker.


Shushan turned in his vanilla-leather seat. “It’s my sister, Esther.” 


That was what he meant to say: I heard “Smy sista, Esta.” Shushan’s English took some getting used to, although even in my dampened, surprised and generally beat-the-shit-out-of state I could make out there was something wrong with it, like a stage-Irish brogue or one of those no-tickee-no-shirtee accents that are too heavy even for Chinatown. Despite my condition I almost wanted to answer him in kind: Plizd, ahmshore. Instead I said, “You look like someone I used to know.”


Shushan turned around again. “Not if I can help it. Esther, this is Russy the college boy. Knows everything, can’t keep his mouth shut but is so far doing okay. He arranged for mama.”


Esther looked intently at me while I looked at her. On closer examination she was not Marie-Antonetta, but might have been if Marie-Antonetta had had something going on behind those liquid brown eyes aside from food, make-up and grindingly slow dancing. This version had the same hair but cut short, pixieish à la Zizi Jeanmaire, the French dancer, not piled on top of her head, a petite face dusted discretely with rust powder over deeply tanned skin and heavily-shadowed eyes that made her seem at once alert and somnolent, and small, rounded lips like fish, one above the other and each facing a different way so that her mouth appeared pursed in silence yet pregnant with some phrase designed to hit me where Celeste’s brothers had missed. “You’re just a kid,” she said. From her standpoint that was true: she was younger than her brother, but had a good ten years on me.


“Yeah.” I would have said yes to anything. But I couldn’t leave it at that. “Like you.”


“Yes,” she said. “Like me.” With that she started to cry so hard it was all I could do to keep from putting my arm around her, and I might have done so, but we were already pulling up to the Bhotke Society subdivision, a barren neighborhood with a few headstones and a lot of discrete markers to indicate room for the inevitable depopulation explosion. 


What we had come to wasn’t a funeral. It was a collection of crowds. At my father’s funeral there couldn’t have been more than twenty. Here there seemed to be two hundred, standing in clumps as though representing a broad array of conflicting ideologies in some politically unstable republic. Probably there had not been so many people for a funeral in Beth David since Louis Gelb, the loan shark, died suddenly and his debtors, according to the Daily Mirror, showed up to make sure. (I read the New York Times and the Herald Tribune every day as well, but that was merely citizenship: in the tabloids was all the stuff that would be on the final.) Quickly I ran around the rear of the car and helped Esther out, watching her heel sink into the soft ground like a signet ring into warm wax. She hung on my arm as though we had been friends for a long time, but aside from the heady smell of her—not perfume but some sort of musk rising from her dark helmet of hair—I barely felt the incipient lust that was my companion night and day, and which was neither subtle nor discriminating. Perhaps it was my sore body, or the presence of the dead, or her brother, or all these people.


The main group, standing around the grave with its back to the plot of the American Fellows of Gompitz, were familiar faces from the society, sixty at least, with Feivel/ Franklin standing in front looking athletically despondent, like a sprinter who has once again come in last, and with him a generic rabbi, probably supplied by the funeral home, whose representative stood on his other side, all shiny suit, morose expression and pecuniary interest. Like the rabbi, a small man with a white goatee and a homburg, the mortician was what he was. 


I realized instantly that Shushan Cats, like any mourner, probably did not know what to do. With Esther on one arm I collected Shushan as he stepped out of the car on the other side and brought them to where the trio of officials stood before the grave. 


“Are these the children?” the rabbi asked. He muttered something in Hebrew and then, out of nowhere, in his hand appeared a blade.


In retrospect it could hardly have taken minutes for what was to transpire, though it seemed to: the birds stopped singing, the wind stopped blowing, even the crisp November sunlight seemed to dim as I saw it all as if in a dream, the unrelentingly slow this-is-happening-but-is-not-happening union of fear and wonder that leaves us all as mute as an audience at a concert where the soloist falls off the stage or like an eyewitness at an accident as one car slowly, inevitably hurtles into another. But in dreams and concert halls and on highways we are never this close: Ira-Myra’s stepping forward from behind his boss, his thick arm in a perfect right cross pushing his open hand almost lyrically to seize the rabbi’s, the big man’s fingers wrapping the rabbi’s wrist, pushing it up and then down and around until the rabbi was on his knees, Ira-Myra’s’s own knee poised over him for the kind of kick that would have buried the rabbis’ white goatee in his own teeth.


There they stood, frozen, a tableau waiting for resolution, until someone shouted, “Whoa—it’s just the rending of garments. Let him go!”


Along with everyone else’s Ira-Myra’s’s eyes moved to the speaker. I followed their gaze. They were looking at me. 


Me? 


How did this happen? Only two days before I was spending my days in happy fornication and my nights too, in between smoking the odd joint, going out with friends to hear jazz in the Village—for months I was a regular at a dive called The Showplace, where the angrily percussive bassist Charlie Mingus once fired the piano player in mid-set, saying “We have suffered a diminuendo in personnel”—or drinking irresponsibly with a series of young women whose names and embraces run together like a medley of old songs, and from time to time visiting Brooklyn College where my professors allowed me to skip classes as an honor student so that I could spend time in a carrel at the library researching Milton or Mark Twain or Melville, so that I could deliver papers at term’s end and within one more term graduate. And do what? I didn’t know. I did know I spent as little time at the library as possible, but somehow delivered A-papers that I wrote a week before the end of the term, tossing in footnotes, a good many fictional, like some mad chef spicing a dish before it went into the oven. Look here, I wanted to say now: this is not my funeral, not my place, not my bodyguard, not my rabbi, not my anything entirely. 


At least for the moment, Shushan relieved me of my burden. “Ira,” he said quietly. “Let the nice rabbi go. He’s supposed to cut my coat, not my throat.” He looked to me. “Also Esther’s?”


This was out of my theological league.


Helped to his feet by Ira-Myra’s, the rabbi nodded yes. 


Oddly, I seemed to be the only one shook by this pocket violence. Everyone around us merely looked on with the same respectful attention while the rabbi made a cut in Shushan’s left lapel as though from time to time it was normal for a rabbi to be wrestled to the ground by a mourner. The rabbi said a prayer in Hebrew, which Shushan clearly did not understand—he said “Amen” only when the rabbi translated it into English: “Blessed are Thou, Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, the true Judge.” He then did the same, making a smaller slit, on the very edge of Esther’s coat—careful so as not to offend a woman’s modesty even in the face of death, a rabbi normally takes pains to make a miniscule tear that threatens to reveal nothing—and then summarized the benediction: “Blessed be the true Judge.”


Beyond that it was your normal garden-variety funeral, except when Shushan took me aside and pulled a sheaf of typed papers out of his vest pocket. “You done good,” he said. 


“I’m trying, Mr. Cats.”


“Shushan. Could be more flowers.”


“Shushan.” What was I supposed to say—next time?


“I want you should read this.”


“Now?”


“Yeah, because otherwise you won’t be familiar with the words.”


“I have to be familiar with the words?”


“It’s the eulogy.”


Sometimes time passes slowly, sometimes super-fast. Time was now making up for lost time. “The eulogy?”


“I want you should read it.”


It occurred to me that perhaps Shushan was illiterate. Somebody had to read it. He couldn’t. So he chose me. Made perfect sense. “Maybe the rabbi would be a better choice. Or Feivel, the Bhotke president.” Or Walter Cronkite, or John F. Kennedy. Anyone. Just not me.


“You’re the man.”


“I never met your mother, Mr. Ca—Shushan. I mean, it would be . . . strange.”


“I wrote it,” he said, “But I can’t read it.”


“You wrote it.”


“Sure,” he said. “It’s all true. She was a wonderful mother. She deserves a good reading.”


“Me?”


“Who else, Ira-Myra’s?”


I looked at him. “You?”


“Not me,” he said. 


Not him. “If you don’t mind my asking . . . .”


Shushan nodded in the direction of the Gerwitz Association real estate to our right where several groups of individuals hovered in bunches, as carefully arranged as battleground figurines, the sun glinting off their sunglasses and silk suits like so many search lights. A good forty were clearly goombahs, the kind Hollywood would shortly be making a stream of movies about, their names ending in vowels and their lives ending, it would seem, in either a bullet to the head or prison. These were not people who died in bed. Several feet away, standing in a clump of their own, were more of the same, thirty or so, but black, each one more elegant than the next in double-breasted black suits, bright white shirts, black ties, and on their heads broad brimmed black hats. The Italians were a mixed group, mostly older men in glasses and given to paunch, along with a sprinkling of muscular youngsters who were either their sons or their soldiers, or both. The blacks were rangy, big men who had gotten to where they were because they were handy with their fists. Further along, several yards separating them, stood a dozen or so Chinese, short, chubby, dressed straight out of Brooks Brothers’ window, none of them wearing hats, probably because not one had ever before been to a Jewish funeral. I watched the mortician walk up to them and hand them black skull-caps. Each examined the item, then placed it on his head so gingerly it was as if it might cause some sort of explosion. 


“Your people?” I said.


“Professional associates,” Shushan said. “Also . . .” he nodded in the opposite direction, where three cars were parked separately from the rest, as if they were visiting a grave at the site reserved for the Loyal Sons of Bielsk. From one car three men emerged, one carrying a camera. Only cops could dress that badly. From each of the other two cars a lone photographer emerged. I was wrong: In the matter of bas couture, the press actually outdid the police. One of these press photographers—probably from the Daily Mirror itself, which covered organized crime the way the New York Times covered Congress—stood on his car’s rear bumper the better to take in the field. Ira-Myra’s came up to us. Shushan shook him off. “We don’t want a scene,” he said. “Let the vultures lunch.” He turned back to me. “Russy, if I read it I’m gonna cry. People don’t want to see that. You read it. I got confidence.”










Chapter 4


 


 


 


 


For a supposed illiterate, a man whose deses and doses seemed to scream Brooklyn, it was a hell of a eulogy. Written in a neat hand that probably had not changed since seventh grade, it was clean, clear and grammatical. And organized. I could have used it as a model term paper at Brooklyn College. It began with a topic sentence meant to catch attention—“Goldie Cats was not a great woman but a good woman, who raised her children with love and was kind to everyone she liked and hell on wheels to those she didn’t”—and then proceeded into biography. Born in Eastern Poland, Cats mère had come to New York as a young girl, worked in a sweat shop, and lived most of her American years in the same railroad flat in Brownsville, tub in the kitchen, little heat or hot water, and after her husband’s passing had been forced to take in piecework from the garment district to support the children she taught to respect their elders, work hard and be good to each other. Her daughter had grown up to be a professional, her son a businessman. That’s what it said, businessman. She was semi-literate in English, her ability to write minimal, but she had a good command of her native tongue, and kept diaries in flawless Yiddish on the back of bills and wrapping paper. More than once she was called in to confront her son’s exasperated teachers; always she defended him. It was not that either child could do no wrong, but that when it came to the outside world she would defend her children to the end. She lived by a code, and this extended to giving. No matter how little she earned she always set a portion aside for charity. A blue-and-white tin pushka from the Jewish National Fund always hung on a nail in the kitchen—every month or so someone came around the neighborhood to collect pennies and nickels from the Jewish hovels. She taught her children right from wrong, how to welcome guests, and never to take an insult. “When someone hits you, hit him back ten times,” she would say. “Pound him into the earth. The Nazis never disappeared—they’re all around us. Nobody loves the Jews because we didn’t accept that a simple rabbi from Galilee is God.” She tried to send her son to Hebrew school in the afternoons, but he was too busy with American things like basketball and, later, “business.” He did not graduate from high school, but her daughter earned a BA magna cum laude in psychology from Hunter College, then the city’s institution for women, an MA from Columbia in social work, then a doctorate in clinical psychology from the University of Pennsylvania. She now “helped people help themselves” as a therapist in private practice on the Upper East Side. Both her children took care of Goldie, supporting her financially as soon as they could, and always making sure to visit at least once a week. They begged her to move to a more comfortable dwelling, but she preferred to live modestly, to the end of her life in the same cold-water flat. “Goldie Cats was a good woman all her days,” I read from the neatly handwritten pages. “She did not set out to be great, to have university degrees or fame or riches. She became great by being good to those who deserved it, defending those she loved from anyone who would threaten them. She was the shining light of pure goodness, and her greatness was in one simple and indisputable fact. She did not know it.”


Getting an audience to start bawling is no great accomplishment at a funeral service, but here even the rabbi and the mortician lost it. An Hispanic looking man standing to Shushan’s left began sobbing so heavily the lapels of his light gray suit began to turn as black as his shirt—I watched as he kissed Shushan on the cheek, his tears transferring to the bereaved son. Beyond the few family members and the crowd from the Bhotke Society I could see the Italians wiping their eyes with their white breast-pocket handkerchiefs, and the black hoodlums as well letting tears fall on their black silk suits. Most of the Chinese remained poker faced, possibly because they were as little acquainted with English oratory as its deceased subject—though two younger men in long overcoats turned away so as not to weep publicly. 


Over my shoulder I was aware that pictures were being taken. It was not a sound. The clicking of shutters would not be heard over the muted persistent cries of the mourners. The photographers’ presence was reflected in the faces of the crowd. Once a camera appears few people are so single-minded not to pose, even if the pose is to feign ignorance of the lens. 


The rabbi made a final blessing and gave Shushan a prayer book, out of which he read, haltingly but respectably, the prayer for the dead, which in Jewish practice is a hymn of praise to God. Shushan then picked up a spade and began shoveling dirt into the open grave. One by one—except for the cops and press photographers—all the males present did the same, even the Italians and the blacks and the Chinese. When they were done, I picked up the shovel. I must have been shoveling for a long time—three spadefuls are considered adequate—when I felt a hand on my elbow. When I looked up I saw the cops and the press photographers packing up. The Hispanic-looking individual, having regained his composure, was helping Shushan’s sister into a long limousine. Ira-Myra’s stood silently by the red Caddy. The show was over.


“You done good, kid,” Shushan said. “I want you should help out a little more, with the mourning period, and then you’re a free man.” Under his reddened eyes he offered a wan smile. “If you want to be.”


“Whatever you need,” I said. And I meant it. This was possibly the first selfless thing I had ever done, and done well, and despite having been dragooned into it, I did not want it to stop. I let Shushan guide me toward the gangsters who stood in three distinct groups, like separate species, at the far end of the Bhotke Society lot. 


“I gave Feivel the dentist some bills to take the Bhotke people to lunch,” he said. “They were nice to come. My mother—”


“She was a fine woman,” I said. “You wrote a beautiful eulogy.”


“Yeah, yeah,” he said. “But you read it good. My mom, she would have been proud to see this crowd, very respectable people.” 


At which point we came up to the less respectable. Starting with the Italians each kissed Shushan Cats on the cheek with a warmth it was hard to square with the fear they must have caused every day of their lives. The blacks took Shushan’s hand and clasped him tight, not kissing but squeezing the smaller man in a bear hug and clapping him—once, twice, three times—on the back. One of these, who wore mirrored aviator sunglasses so that a third of his face was covered, said: “Your mama sound just like my mama, Mr. Shushan. I got faith they in heaven together.”


“It’s got to be, Royce,” Shushan said. “No bullshit segregation upstairs.”


“Amen,” Royce said, as the entire group of his colleagues joined in. 


When he came to the Chinese each made a little bow, not a Japanese deep bow, but a tiny inclination of the chin, and each said something I could not catch it was muttered so low. 


Shushan shook their hands, then stepped back, raising his voice and speaking to all of his professional associates, his eyes finding theirs. “You guys want to join me in something to eat?” Silence. He turned to the goombahs. “There a decent Italian place out here?” The gavones shook their heads. One of them, a thin elegant man in his seventies wearing small dark glasses, who might have been their leader, addressed the others in Italian. Again they shook their heads. Shushan then looked at the black guys, but didn’t even ask. Who knew what shvartzers ate? Ribs probably, and with waffles yet. The Italians wouldn’t go along. The negroes nodded yes. “Okay, then it’s us minorities,” he said. He turned to the Chinese. “You gentlemen know a good place for chinks?”










Chapter 5


 


 


 


 


From what I could see, either Shushan Cats lived in hotel rooms or where he really lived was a secret. Both turned out to be true. For the mourning period he took me to a three-bedroom suite in a residence hotel on East Sixty-Third Street, where the staff seemed to know him. 


The Westbury was one of those old fashioned places that have gone the way of cars with fins and family magazines like Life and Look and the Saturday Evening Post—over the next decade all three weeklies would bite the dust. It was the beginning of a period of change in America. Vietnam was a gathering cloud on the horizon, Castro had consolidated his power in Cuba as a Davidian rival to America’s Goliath, the threat of nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union hung in the air like stale smoke, and the Dodgers—having left Brooklyn to stew in its own bitter juice—were in Los Angeles: a footnote to an historical footnote, but a landmark to Brooklynites, who for once were at a loss for words. We had called them Bums when they were in Brooklyn, so it was difficult to think of an epithet. Someone suggested “the former Bums,” which at least had a finality to it. About the players diehard Dodger fans never faltered. We knew the move was not the fault of the heroes we had rooted for and loved: Carl Furillo, Duke Snyder, Sandy Koufax, Jackie Robinson, Roy Campanella, Peewee Reese. Things were changing, and the Dodgers were just a part of it. The month before the Saturday Evening Post trumpeted a story on its cover entitled: A Distinguished Negro Reporter Asks: ARE MY PEOPLE READY FOR EQUALITY? That week Life ran a photo of Bob Hope on its cover, plus headlines of stories to be found inside: INCOME TAXES—Why they must be cut now, IQ TESTING—A scandal in our schools, and HOW THE MOB CONTROLS CHICAGO, the fourth in a series called Crime in America.


If this sounds like another time, it was. In New York most of the West Side was still raffish, downtown down-at-the-heels, and the Upper East Side an island of tranquility. Among the townhouses and high-rises were still residence hotels like the Westbury, where the tiny lobby led to a couple of small elevators opening out to narrow corridors carpeted in beige and rose, which in turn led to rooms of such size, even grandeur in some haute bourgeois way, that they might be considered the other side of the telescopic lens from the city’s palatial hostelries, where grand lobby flowed into grand lobby, banks of huge elevators standing to one side like brass-lined bank vaults, these letting out to endless broad corridors until the ultimate let-down of tiny rooms, scaled down furniture and bathrooms you could not turn around in without shutting the door. The Westbury later was turned into a condominium. Shushan did well with it. 


He had inherited the place by paying the gambling debt of the hotel’s owner. For this individual—the father of a much-married and combed-over real estate developer who these days likes to put his name on buildings—this was not a good deal but the only one. With interest on the loan mounting at two percent a week—the lenders in fact may have been at Shushan’s mother’s funeral—in a year he would lose all of what he owned. When Shushan came in as white knight, both buyer and seller profited. Shushan invested in redoing a couple of floors, and set up a plan for upgrading the rest. Shushan was not a hotelier, but he was a businessman. And he liked having the use of the hotel. 


The suite itself was furnished attractively but impersonally, the rooms elegant but neutral. The residents were mostly people from the nearby United Nations or businessmen being rotated in and out of New York for several weeks or months. The furniture was what was then known as Danish modern, inoffensive teak and mahogany, and there were no zebra-skin rugs or outrageous paintings on the walls—though a close look at the only painting, a black-on-black abstract over the fireplace, would have shown that it was by Max Ernst’s son Jimmy, in its understated elegance itself a statement about the man who resided here: you could not tell precisely what it was. In the large living room two green-leather sofas faced each other, dominating the room, the carpeting a deeply patterned tan and eggplant wool, the walls putty, and the drapes sheer. When Shushan showed me to where he had chosen to receive guests for the shiva period I expected his sister would be installed in the second bedroom, but I learned that Esther—she liked to be called Terri; her brother demurred—preferred staying at her own place ten blocks uptown, where she also maintained her practice. 


“She’s not what you’d call a traditional girl,” Shushan said. He had taken a seat on a low wooden crate facing both green-leather sofas, the crate a symbol of mourning within what struck me as a stage setting: refined, unostentatious, clearly expensive but quietly so. “I wanted her to stay here, make a united front. We don’t have much family. There were people in Europe but they didn’t make it. My mom couldn’t get them out. They couldn’t get out. Who knows what happened? Well, you’re a smart boy. You know what happened.”


“I know.”


“Esther, she’s a modern girl. I don’t even think she’ll get married. Maybe when she’s older. I’d like to be an uncle.”


“You’re not married either.”


“In my line of work it’s not a pleasure for the wife. The dagos they keep their women in the kitchen and spend their nights with all kinds of bimbos, some of them a long time. I mean decades with the same goomah. A habit from the old country. A man who didn’t have a belly and a mistress he wasn’t a man. The black guys and the Chinese I couldn’t tell you. They got their ways. You know that Royce. Thirty-six years old and he’s a grandfather. Give him credit he takes care of the family. But mostly they’re not nesters, you know. Must be some African thing, or from slavery. The Chinese they’re a whole puzzle inside a mystery inside a . . .” Here he paused, as though either unsure of the word or unwilling to say it. 


“An enigma,” I said. 


“Yeah, a enigma.”


“Winston Churchill,” I said. “You’re quoting Winston Churchill.”


“Tough man,” Shushan said. “Without him Hitler would be sitting in that palace . . .”


“Buckingham Palace.”


“Yeah, but he stood up and got counted.”


Despite my curiosity I restrained myself from asking what a two-bit bum the tabloids liked to call Shoeshine Cats was doing quoting Churchill. I doubted anyone at the funeral, except maybe the more cerebral members of the Bhotke Society, knew enough to quote Churchill. “If you don’t need anything I’d better be going.”


“What’s the rush?”


The rush was this: I didn’t work for Shushan Cats, had done enough as shanghaied representative of the Bhotke Society, and had a life. I had to clean up what was left of my apartment, decide what to do about my car, which since it was already pretty smashed up on Eastern Parkway was probably stripped of wheels, radio, battery and anything else of value, and I had to be at school the next morning for a conference with the professor who had excused me from class on the basis of a promised paper on Huckleberry Finn. Aside from that I was still in bad shape from Celeste’s brothers. And aside from that this was getting a little claustrophobic. “No rush,” I said. “But I think my work here is done.”


“You hungry?”


“We just ate Chinese.”


“Well, you know what they say,” Shushan said, clearly straining. “Ten minutes after you eat a Chinese girl you’re hungry again. How about a drink? I could use one. There’s a bar in the kitchen. Whatever you want, help yourself. I’ll have a vodka from the freezer. Just as it comes. You like vodka?”


“I do, sir.”


“Forget sir. Shushan. You know it’s the name of a city?”


“The capital of Persia at the time of— ” For the first time I got it.


“Purim. That’s how we got named. For the holiday. I got the city. Esther got the queen’s name. My mom and dad, they didn’t know much English, but they knew their Jewish stuff. She always said if they ever had another kid he’d be named for Mordecai. That’ll make a tough kid in Brooklyn. But the old man was out of the picture before it could happen.”


“My father too.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah. I mean, he died three years ago. He’s actually buried near your mom, my mom too. Practically neighbors.”
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