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To


Fred P. Pomerantz, Pop.


Only wish you were around to read this . . . 







Lies is lies . . . Howsoever they come, and they come from the father of lies. . . . Don’t you tell no more of them, Pip. That ain’t the way to get out of being common. If you can’t get to be uncommon through going straight, you’ll never get to do it by going crooked.


—CHARLES DICKENS,


Great Expectations


If I am not for myself, who will be for me. But if I am only for myself, what am I?


—RABBI HILLEL,


quoted in the Pirkei Avot




Prologue


1905


For the rest of her life, Bella Rabishevsky would remember the day the K’hal Jeshurun temple burned as the day she lost her son.


She stood over the coal stove that day in the cramped third-floor apartment on Essex Street on Manhattan’s Lower East Side that she, her husband, and her six children shared. The heat from the steaming pot, wafting with the sweltering August temperature outside, was almost too much to bear. She stirred the krupnik, the soup of boiled meat, potatoes, and cabbage that would be the family’s meal that night. The twins, Shemuel and Harold, who were six, and even on a calm day a handful, were in the midst of a game they called zuzim, a version of tag from back in Minsk, where the family had emigrated from three years ago.


Except, as always, the game’s playing field stretched far beyond the three sparse rooms that the eight of them shared, onto the roof, up and down the rickety staircase of their building’s five stories, eventually spilling onto the street, amid the endless throng of horse-drawn wagons, pushcarts, and shouting peddlers there.


“Two zuzim!” Harold declared, digging his fist into his brother’s back, almost knocking his mother into the steaming pot.


Shemuel, who always played the part of the victim, cried out in Yiddish, “Ow! He hurt me, Momma. Make him stop.”


“Genug iz genug, Harold!” his mother barked back. Enough is enough. “You’ll spill the soup and then none of us will have a thing to eat tonight. And I’ll have to tell your father who was to blame.”


“Yes, Momma,” Harold said, softly enough to appear contrite, but with an impish smile creeping through as he continued to taunt his twin.


“Three zuzim!” Shemuel called out from his hiding place, upping the ante. Their eyes met in a kind of wordless dare, then suddenly Shemuel bolted past him and out the front door, bounding up the stairs, with Harold whining, “See, Momma, he’s just a little cheat! That’s all he is.” Then he took off after him.


“Boys, you must stop it now!” Bella shouted after them, wiping her arm across her brow. “This silly game has gone too far.”


But by that time they were already out the door and all she heard was the heavy pounding of their footsteps as they ran up to the fourth and fifth floor.


Harold, the older by four minutes, always played the instigator in these affairs. Anything to keep him from doing his chores or schoolwork. But when sufficiently riled, it was Shemuel who, in the end, would lose his temper and up their rivalry to a whole new level.


“Anna, please, the soup is about to boil. Go and find the boys,” Bella called to her daughter. Nine-year-old Anna was practicing ballet steps near the window while keeping an eye on Morris, the youngest, who was almost two. Her older sister, Bess, was eleven but always lost in a book, so she wasn’t much help around the house. Dance had been Anna’s dream since she first put her face to the window of the Mishnoff School on Norfolk Street and watched the students practicing inside. But of course, all she could do was watch, as they could hardly afford such a luxury as to send her to classes there. When they moved here, Jacob, who had studied to be a rabbi back in Russia, could only find work as the shammash of their temple: opening and closing the doors, sweeping up after services, and adjusting the Torah scroll each morning to the reading of that day.


“Tell them they must behave,” Bella instructed Anna, “or you know Mr. Yanklovitch,” the cranky neighbor upstairs, “will complain for certain.”


And they were already a week behind in the rent.


“Samuel, Harry, come down now!” Anna went to the door and shouted up the staircase in English. “Momma insists that you stop.”


As she stepped away from him, Morris moved closer to the window, which she had opened in search of a breeze.


Though each season came with its challenges, for Bella it was always summer that was the most difficult to bear. In summer, it felt like a furnace in their cramped, suffocating rooms. There was little ventilation, and opening the windows only seemed to sweep in more heat from the outside. On top of that, they had to deal with the sweltering hiss from the countless steam irons and the incessant whir of sewing machines of women trying to earn a dollar or two from doing piecework that emanated from almost every apartment.


Of course, in the winter they all huddled in blankets, as there was rarely heat and often no water from the spigots to boil.


But in summer, when school was closed, there was never a moment’s peace. The children were always around, the apartment feeling like a cattle car with nowhere for any of them to go. Her husband was always at the temple—if not straightening up the teaching rooms or checking the boiler, then with the men, studying the Talmud. Bella did what little she could to help out with money, sewing garments herself after the dinner plates were cleaned and the rest of the family had gone to bed. Every dollar helped. Outside, there was the constant clop of horse wagons on the cobblestone streets, their drivers selling ice or making deliveries, the clatter of hundreds of peddlers with their overstuffed pushcarts until well after dark, the ever-present haggling back and forth in a dozen accents over prices or bickering if someone felt wronged.


Bella had given birth to four boys, and loved each as if he was her only one, but if she was truthful, there was one who occupied the space closest to her heart. Yes, Shemuel always hid in her skirt when his brother reached his boiling point. But he was also the sweetest thing she knew, a wounded bird compared to his far more devilish twin. Each of her boys had their own distinct qualities. Sol, the oldest son, was the smart one, his head swimming with numbers and logic. He would surely stay in school and become an accountant or a teacher one day. Harold was as temperamental as he was lazy, always doing his best to slough his responsibilities onto his twin. But he was also the most handsome, with a charm no one could deny. And Morris . . . Little Morris was the feistiest. He was never still for a moment, even in the womb. He would go far in life, Bella was sure; she just didn’t know where. Just far. But Shemuel, with his apple-red cheeks and doe-like eyes, he was her favorite. She always said a smile from him could make the birds laugh in the trees.


The twins ran back in, Shemuel in tears. Either from pain or anger. “Harry hurt me, Momma.”


“What a baby.” His brother mocked him, tauntingly wiping his eyes. “Wah, wah, wah!”


“I’m not a baby. But you’re a cheater,” Shemuel shot back.


“All right, all right . . .” Bella exhaled in frustration. “Harold, help me peel the potatoes for the soup. Quit trying to avoid your chores.”


“Let Samuel do it,” Harold protested. Then he rubbed his eyes some more with a glance at his brother. “Wah, wah, wah.”


“I said, stop, Harold! And now! Or you won’t have even a spoonful of soup for supper,” Bella scolded him in English, smacking the top of his head with her open hand. Maybe she did baby Shemuel just a bit. But Harold just would not quit.


“Okay, okay . . .” Harold finally surrendered. The boys knew when she spoke English, she meant business. But after a moment, the impish smile returned to his face and he grinned at his brother. “Last one . . . ?”


Shemuel glared at him accusingly. “Momma said stop.”


“I heard her. But five zuzim . . . ,” he said. He winked at his brother mischievously. “For all the marbles.”


It took a second, the kind of silent dare that ran like an electrical current between them. In answer, Shemuel thrust out his fist and found the center of Harold’s back. Harold cried, “See!” as Shemuel dashed out of the apartment, this time bolting down the stairs, Harold only yards behind.


“Boys! Boys!” Bella yelled after them, at her limit.


In a second they were out of earshot. Bella went to the window to angrily call them both back up. “Where is Morris?” she said to Anna, who was now back to her practicing, suddenly noticing he wasn’t anywhere in sight.


“I thought he was with you, Momma.”


“He’s not with me. I told you to watch him—” Her nerves lit up. That boy could wander off in an instant. She never liked to let him out of her sight.


Up the street, she heard the loud clang of a bell and leaned out the window. A fire wagon drawn by four horses headed down the block at a steady clop. She caught a whiff of smoke in the air—it seemed to be coming from over on Chrystie, two blocks away. People were running that way. “The temple is burning! The temple is burning!” she heard them shouting.


The temple. Her mind flashed to her husband.


Jacob.


Worry rising in her, Bella searched the street for her twins. She’d have to go, she knew. The temple was their lifeblood. They’d need every hand. But in the meantime, this foolery between her boys must end. They would go straight to bed now, she promised herself, with no dinner. Both of them.


“There he is,” Anna said. “By the stove.”


The fire wagon rumbled toward her, people darting out of the way. “Watch out! Let the fire wagon through!” If it was the temple she must go there herself. There were important documents that would need to be saved. The hand-woven prayer shawls in the cupboards, many of which she’d made herself. And the prayer books. They must be saved too.


That was when she saw Shemuel darting out of the building into the street. Harold stopped on the sidewalk.


“Harold! Shemuel! Come back up! Now!” she shouted down at them.


Laughing, Shemuel turned to look up at her. Then he spun back to his brother. “Five zuzim!” he yelled with a giddy smile, his eyes wide in triumph.


Someone screamed, “Watch out!”


Above the sudden neigh of horses being reined in, the fire wagon swept upon him. There was another shout, not a stranger’s, but one far more recognizable, not filled with mischief this time, or even anger, but terror.


Harold’s voice. “Samuel, look out!”


The wooden spoon fell from Bella’s hand.


A pall of dread swept over her, the dread only a mother might know, as forces terrible and yet completely unstoppable came together.


“Shemuel! Anna, watch Morris,” Bella said, her heart churning out of control. “Something has happened.”


“What, Momma?”


“Just watch him. Now!”


She ran out of the apartment and hurled herself down the stairs, a voice inside her pleading with her brain that what she had seen could not be true. But yet she knew it was true. No matter how she tried to banish it from her mind.


Outside, she ran straight into Mr. Mandlebaum, the butcher next door, who grabbed her and held her as she tried to pull past him. “Mrs. Rabishevsky, please . . .”


“Let me go. Let me go. Shemuel!”


Amid the tangle of horses’ legs, she saw his feet. His body twisted at an angle she had never seen before. His neck, more sideways than straight.


“He just ran right out in front of me.” One of the firemen, who had climbed down from the wagon, shook his head in dismay. “I didn’t see him.”


“Let me go, please!” Bella wrenched herself out of Mr. Mandlebaum’s grip. She ran over and kneeled above her son, put out her hand and gently touched his shoes, his bare leg, his face, softly stained with blood. His smooth, red cheek. “Shemuel,” she said again, stroking his face.


She knew there was no life in him.


And Harold, burying his face in her skirt, tears streaming down his cheeks. “I’m sorry, Momma,” he said, his arms wrapped tightly around her. “I’m sorry,” he kept saying. “I’m sorry.”


A dim voice whispered faintly inside her: My little boy, it said, as she stroked Shemuel’s face, knowing his soul had already left him. My little boy.


My favorite.




PART ONE


ALL OF THEM


1934




Chapter One


There was a chill in the air, for April, as Morris Raab headed back down Seventh Avenue. And a chill was always good for the coat business, anyone on the street would say.


He and his brother Sol had had their own firm for seven years now. They had sixty machines in operation, a steady production in two other factories on Allen and Rivington Streets downtown, and a growing business even in the teeth of the Depression, when dozens of their competitors had been forced to close their doors. There were six years between them—six years which could have been twenty. Sol had always planned to pursue a reliable trade, like accounting or the law. But as the oldest son, when their father died it had fallen on him to take care of the family, so he dropped out of accounting school and found work preparing the books for the bridal shop on Orchard Street and for an engraver on Grand.


It was Morris, his younger brother, who had asked him to come on board.


“What would I possibly do for you?” Sol asked skeptically. “I don’t know garments. I know numbers.”


“I know all you’ll need to know,” his younger brother said. “And what I can’t teach you, you’ll learn. It’s not exactly rocket science.”


“If it was, I doubt you’d be much of a success,” Sol said.


From the start it was a schlecht shidech, their mother always said. A bad marriage. A circle made of two squares.


And yet the “marriage” had worked.


To Sol, who labored over every dime, Morris never seemed to spend a minute thinking much on anything. He only saw things as he wanted them to be, as he felt he could make them happen. Morris was tall, over six feet, with full shoulders and muscular arms that made him appear even larger. And he never backed down from anything. Sol was shorter and thin, with already receding hair and fists that had never been clenched in anger. The two were as different as two people could be who had come out of the same womb.


“Ich zol azoy vissen fun tsoris,” Sol would mutter in Yiddish with a shake of his head. I should only have half the trouble you cause for me. “You know that, right?”


“Du machst nich veynen,” Morris would reply with a dismissive wave. You’re making me cry.


They had grown up rough-and-tumble on the Lower East Side. While Sol was always in the books, Morris saw no point in staying in school when, at twelve, he was already set to make his way in the world. He was handsome in a rugged sort of way. He had a firm jaw and a wide, flattened nose, as if reshaped by a heavyweight’s jab. His hands were solid and rough, his knuckles scarred from a hundred scraps, not the hands of a man used to solving things by sitting across the table. And he had learned how to use them early on, and capably.


When he was only fifteen he had forged his mother’s consent and enlisted to go fight in Europe in the Great War. By then, he had already dropped out of PS 48 on East Fourth and joined in the trade. They sent him to basic training at a camp near Aqueduct Raceway in Queens. He was the only Jew in his unit; his fellow recruits, all street-hardened Irish and Italian boys, acted like they’d never even met one before. A week into their training, Morris’s corporal and four of his tent mates wrestled him from behind and shoved him into the latrine, basically a ditch dug outside half-filled with piss and excrement, while the rest looked on, laughing, peppering him with taunts of “Christ killer” and “Rumpleforeskin.” Two or three even opened their flies and let go. When Morris crawled back out in shame, soiled with piss and shit, the corporal said he smelled so vile he’d have to go sleep with the horses in the stables. When Morris finally told him to go fuck himself and charged, the rest of the unit tackled him and held him down while the corporal ran a sharp-bristled horse brush down his back until his skin was bloody and raw. Morris spent two days in the hospital, bandaged and covered in salve. When the sergeant found out, he tried to get Morris to divulge what had happened, but Morris refused to give up a name.


A second sergeant got involved, this one a Jew. A drill sergeant, with arms like cannons and a demeanor as tough as any soldier in camp. “I figure you’d like to get back at these bastards,” he said to Morris, sizing up what had taken place. Morris said, yeah, he damn well would like to get back at them. “Well, not here,” the sergeant said. They had a boxing team on base, so he said they would take it out in the ring.


Morris, who was ready wherever, said, “Fine. Pick any one of them,” leering at the corporal.


“Not any one.” The sergeant looked at him and handed him his gloves. “All.” All . . . Morris looked back at him, sure he hadn’t heard correctly. These were tough Irish and Italian kids, all with three years on him. Why would another Jew set him up for the biggest licking of his life?


“And if you take a quick fall,” the sergeant said, with an earnestness that made Morris sure he meant it, “be sure I’ll step in the ring myself and you’ll have to deal with me. Fershtayst . . . ?”


“Farshteyst.” Morris looked at him and nodded. I understand.


So one by one he took them on. All. And each who came up cockily went down just as quickly, staggering sideways back to their corner, rubbing their jaws. The last to go was the corporal who had pushed him into the latrine and run the wire brush across his back, who turned out not to be so tough without his unit to back him up. At the end, his nose broken, his eyes puffed out twice their size, Morris himself could barely stand. He staggered back to his corner and collapsed onto the mat. He looked at the sergeant, blood streaming down his face. “You said all, right?”


“Yeah.” The sergeant finally smiled and nodded. “All.”


Soon after, the army found out Morris’s true age and sent him home. Which turned out to be a good thing in the end, since his unit ended up wiped out to a man at Belleau Wood.


But from then on, Morris was a man who others knew had the will to stand up for himself, and the means to back it up. And he operated his firm with the same conviction. There were pressures in the business, things that could sink a company every day. And not just the teetering economy, which had put enough of his competitors on their backs. The unions, which were no longer unions in any traditional sense, but rackets, taken over by the gangsters, who squeezed companies for payments—worker benefit funds, they were called, ostensibly for the slow periods, but everyone knew exactly what they were. Protection money. Protection from the unions themselves. And they had taken over the suppliers as well, forcing firms into agreements to buy only from them, adding a nickel here or a dime there to their costs, which went straight into the union’s pockets. And anyone who refused to pay up or play by the rules didn’t stay in business very long.


So far Morris and Sol had been left alone, but they both knew it was only a matter of time.


As he turned onto Thirty-sixth Street, where many of the garment firms had moved now, the block buzzed with activity. Pushcarts piled high with bolts of fabric manned by beige-smocked warehouse workers, wheels clattering on the pavement; trolleys of dresses and coats being rushed from factory to warehouse that could knock a careless person on his face. On the corner, O’Malley’s, the Irish bar where the owner booked bets in the back room, was doing its usual lunchtime trade, salesmen at the bar trading stories, swigging a last rye before their next call.


That was where Morris first caught sight that something was wrong.


A crowd had formed halfway down the block toward Broadway, people staring upward. Three police cars were pulled up in front of a gray stone building. His building, he could now see. Blocked, trucks and cars were honking to get by. Edging his way through the crowd, Morris looked around to see what had brought them there.


On the street he kneeled next to Buck, the vagrant in the ragged wool coat who camped out near their entrance. Morris often stuffed a dollar in his hand when he left at night. “What’s going on, Buck?”


“It’s Mr. Gutman, Mr. Raab, sir,” the down-on-his-luck black man said. “Some men went up there for him. And they didn’t look like any men you want to mess with.”


A knot of worry tightened in Morris’s gut. Manny Gutman had been a friend of his for years—as much a mentor as a friend. And Morris didn’t have to ask which men, or from where.


He knew damn well what had happened.


The Isidor Gutman Fur Company was started in 1883 by Manny’s father, who peddled furs out West and to New England in towns so small they had no retail stores, then, in the ’20s, rode the wave of raccoon coats and ankle-length beavers to become one of the largest makers on the block. An Isidor Gutman signature woven in the lining of a coat was a mark that it was only the very best quality. Manny had taken over from his father and been running the firm for thirty years.


The past two years, they’d been forced to buckle under to pressure from the International Fur Dressers Protective. Since the days of the Triangle Shirtwaist fire in 1911, Isidor Gutman was always a union shop—“I’m a garment maker, not a union crusader,” Manny would declare. But since then the gangsters had seized control, first demanding protection money, then forcing them into buying cooperatives which pushed lesser-quality pelts and trims and drove their prices up, even in the teeth of the Depression. To stay afloat, Manny came up with a plan to buy some furs from the union suppliers forced on him and some from his own resources, firms they had been doing business with since his father’s time and who sold only the finest quality. Those of lesser quality they shipped to accounts who might not appreciate the difference, the finer stock to their longtime accounts who would know. But the union seemed to have ears everywhere, and what had begun as mere threats—intimidating phone calls, strong-armed people coming around—soon escalated into hijacking their delivery trucks, defacing finished inventory with red dye, and warning them to get in line or else. Still, Manny tried to keep on a few of his old suppliers in secret—off the books, so to speak, without purchase orders—dressing the furs himself at his own expense. “I mean, how would they ever know?” he said to Morris, “if there’s no documentation.”


But apparently they did know. An ambulance drove up, siren blaring.


And this was their response.


“How many were there?” Morris asked Buck, watching a medical team with a stretcher rushing in.


“I dunno, six or eight, Mr. Raab. They all ran out and climbed into two cars. Maybe twenty minutes ago.”


“Thanks.” Morris pressed a five into his hand. “I’d get off the street if I were you. Things are going to get hectic.”


He headed inside. He didn’t even stop at his own floors, three and four, but, adrenaline pushing him, bounded up the stairs to Manny’s offices on seven, hearing the slow freight elevator clattering on every floor. When he got up there, there were cops milling around in the hall and the wooden door to the Isidor Gutman Fur Company was open.


A young cop manning the entrance put an arm out and stopped him. “Whoa, what’s your business, fella?”


Morris knew the police were the last people you needed in these situations. The precinct captains were squarely in the mob’s pocket. They had usually been paid off in advance not to find a thing by the very people who had done it.


“I’m a friend,” Morris said, pushing past him.


The cop grabbed him by the shoulder. “You wait right there, buddy.”


One of Manny’s employees, his bookkeeper, Mr. Leavitt, white as a ghost, his tie undone, came up to the cop, seeing Morris’s position. “It’s okay. Mr. Raab is Mr. Gutman’s friend. You can let him through.”


There was a receiving area in the front, where raw materials were diverted to the warehouse area; those who had business with the firm came in through a separate wood-and-glass door. Morris went in. When he looked around, at the proud business that had prospered for two generations now in shambles; at Manny’s workers, many who had been with the company since his father’s time, glassy-eyed, huddled together, Morris’s heart sank.


Where piles of expensive and neatly laid-out furs were normally stacked on tables in line to be cut, there were now mounds of torn and mangled skins that had been sheared into worthless strips and scattered akimbo. And not just inexpensive squirrels like Morris used for collars and sleeves, but once-luxurious beavers and minks that would have been in the windows of Altman’s and Saks. Now worthless. Many of the pelts had bald spots on them and were singed as if they had been lit by a flame or doused with something corrosive.


A sharp, acrid odor filled the room.


Many of Manny’s staff huddled around. Some of the seamstresses were still whimpering as if they’d just witnessed something horrible. The old cutters and sewers seemed dazed, and when they saw Morris, just shook their heads in a blank way, as if to say, Can you believe what you see here?


In the stock room, racks of finished garments and excess pelts were similarly defaced. Expensive furs and fur-trimmed coats torn, shredded into jagged strips from neck to hem, linings slit, many giving off that same bitter smell. A few cops stood around, perfunctorily interrogating the employees with their pads open. But Morris knew no arrests would be made.


One of the staff, an old cutter named Oscar, came up to Morris. “Mr. Raab . . .” was all he could mutter, somberly shaking his head.


“Where’s Mr. Gutman?” Morris said. He didn’t see Manny anywhere.


“It was terrible, Mr. Raab,” was all the cutter said. “They came in like back in Russia, handkerchiefs over their faces, knocking people to the floor.” He wiped a hand across his face despairingly, as if he was gazing at bloodied bodies, not ruined garments. Morris knew Oscar had fled the pogroms back in Russia and likely survived the most terrifying attacks and slaughter. Still, he was always an upbeat man. Morris had never seen him look like this before.


“Where’s Manny, Oscar?” Morris asked him again.


The old cutter pointed toward the rear. On the floor, behind one of the two large cutting tables, Morris saw the doctor from outside kneeling, two cops nearby.


He went over. Manny was sitting upright on the floor. At least he was alive. He was dressed in an open vest, his tie undone, sleeves rolled, his face covered. Morris kneeled next to him.


“Manny . . .”


His friend looked up and dropped the towel. Blood trickled from his right ear, where he’d clearly been struck, and there was a deep purple bruise on his cheek, his white hair all disheveled. But what Morris then saw on the left side of his face made him wince and hold his breath.


A bright red blotch, like a spreading rose, stretching from cheek to eye. The doctor dabbed a wet rag to the eye, which Manny closed. “Morris, is that you?” He held up a hand. “I’m sorry, I can’t see a thing out of this eye.”


“Manny, what the hell did they do to you?” Morris took in a breath, his chest tightening with rage. But he knew just by looking at him what had been done to him.


A large oil tin was on its side at Manny’s feet and Morris picked it up and smelled inside.


“I wouldn’t touch that if I were you,” the doctor warned.


Sulfuric acid.


“Who did this to you?” Morris said, gazing around in anger. He set the tin back down.


“What does it matter who did this?” Manny opined. “Look around. Fifty years we’ve been in business. Fifty years. Now . . . It’s over for me, Morris. I’m done. I’m glad my father’s in his grave not to see this.”


“Who was it, Manny?” Morris said again, his gut as stinging and raw as if he had taken a swig from that can of acid himself.


But he knew precisely who had done it. And who was behind it as well. The same people who had walked over all of them with the same brutality and indifference to the law. One by one, every business on the street was being forced to knuckle under to the mob’s rule or face the same consequences.


“Fifty years, Morris . . . ,” Manny kept muttering. “My father used to carry these coats in a sack from town to town. Now . . .” He looked around numbly and shook his head in dismay.


“Try not to talk,” the doctor said.


Morris put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. He got up, took a last look around, letting the scene of destruction sink in.


He picked up the can of acid again.


“You stay out of it, Morris,” Manny looked up and warned him. “You’ll only get yourself killed.”


“You’ve been telling me that for a while,” Morris said, “and look around.”


“It’s not your fight. Be smart. And what are you going to do anyway by getting involved except get your own business ruined, and I’ll end up at your funeral.”


“It’s too late for that, Manny.” Morris placed the tin of acid back on the floor. “It is our fight now.”


“Don’t be a fool, son. You can’t win this. Just let it be,” Manny called after him. “Morris, do you hear me? Do you hear what I’m saying?”


Morris had heard him. He’d heard a dozen fellow garment men make the same plea. All desperate and futile, and nothing changed.


But by that time he was already out the door.




Chapter Two


An hour later he was under the elevated IRT line at the corner of Livonia and Saratoga Avenues in Brownsville, Brooklyn.


Rosie’s Tobacco Shop was known as the headquarters of Louis Buchalter. From the back room, he and his partner in crime, Jacob Shapiro, ran their illicit operations, which everyone knew included gambling, murder for the mob, and control of the corrupt garment unions. Murder, Incorporated, they had named it. No matter how many front-page headlines and photos of bloodied bodies crumpled in the street or ruined businessmen like Manny pleading to the cops for protection, they paid off whomever they needed to and operated with free rein in the city.


One of their goons in a check suit and fancy black-and-white wingtips stood watch outside.


Morris had no idea just what he was here to accomplish, only that it was time someone did something. There had been too many bodies and too many businesses ruined, and the ones that remained had been bled dry by thugs who didn’t care who they drove out of business and who they didn’t.


Don’t be a fool, Manny had called after him.


Morris got out of the car.


He knew, this was as foolish as it got.


But it had to end.


It had to end because it was destroying the business. These men didn’t care who stayed afloat and who didn’t; they were just milking their millions till the end.


It had to end because innocent people were being killed and maimed.


And it had to end with him today, because there was no one else able to stop it.


Not the police. Not the DA. Not the Feds and the fancy commissions they had set up to put an end to organized crime.


The truth was he had known Louis Buchalter a long time.


As he crossed the street, Morris’s thoughts went back to the streets he’d grown up on. To an alley off of Delancey, twenty years ago, where in some ways, he’d become a man. He had tried to stay out of it as long as he could, but he could no longer remain on the side.


But once he went through those doors, he didn’t know if he’d come back out alive.


He crossed the street and went up to the tobacco shop door. The goon in the check suit came over to block his way.


“What do you want here?” the man said, sizing Morris up as someone who hadn’t come for a box of White Owls.


I got a rule for you, Morris Raab, Louis Buchalter had always told him with a wag of his finger. You just remember, there are some lines you just don’t cross. Even you.


But he was crossing one now. Crossing it, in a way he might never turn back from. In a way he might live to regret.


“I’m here to see Mr. Buchalter,” Morris said.




PART TWO


CHERRY STREET




Chapter Three


1915


The boy stood in front of the large oak desk piled high with bulging folders of fabric and boxes of buttons and trim, his tweed cap clasped in his hands.


“You’re tall for your age.” The man behind the desk looked at Morris and removed his wire glasses.


Menushem Kaufman, owner of the Majestic Garment Company on Chrystie Street, was short and balding, with bushy gray eyebrows. He wore a tie and suspenders, with his sleeves rolled up. His wife, a gray-haired woman in a heavy sweater who made her husband look tiny next to her and who oversaw the company’s books, sat at a desk to the side.


“So what’s your name?” Mr. Kaufman peered at him. He closed the leather-bound accounting book he’d been paging through, filled with columns of numbers.


“Morris Rabishevsky,” the boy answered, dressed in knickers and a brown hand-me-down sweater.


“Rabishevsky. That’s a mouthful. And you’re twelve? By the looks of it, you haven’t even begun to shave.”


“Still, he’s no child,” Morris’s mother said in Yiddish, her hands on his shoulders. Then, in broken English, she added, “He doesn’t want the school no more. He wants a trade.”


“A trade? Very noble,” the man behind the desk agreed. “Still, a boy your age ought to be in school, not on a factory floor.”


“I’m almost thirteen,” Morris said, correcting him.


“Ah, thirteen . . . . Oh, well, that makes all the difference in the world then,” Mr. Kaufman exclaimed. “Still, I suppose if you’re old enough to be considered a man in shul, why shouldn’t you be one in the world, right?” He looked up at Morris’s mother. “I’m told you’re recently widowed, ma’am . . . ?”


“Last February.” She’d barely removed the black mourning shawl from her husband’s yahrzeit. “He was shammash of our temple on Chrystie Street. He helped to rebuild it after the fire in 1905 you may remember.”


“Meyn simpatye,” Mr. Kaufman said in Yiddish. “I know well the strains such a thing puts upon a family. Well, you’ve come to the right place, then, young Mr. Rabishevsky, if it’s a trade you want.” He switched back to English. “Yesterday, every woman in America wore a fitted jacket and skirt. Today, it’s a cotton lawn shirtwaist blouse with pleats and fancy collars. Tomorrow . . . ? Your guess would be as good as mine, boy.” He looked at Morris, studying his face the way a dentist might inspect a questionable set of teeth. “Can you read?”


“I can read,” Morris answered bluntly.


“Good. The truth is, we can use a hand to sweep the trimmings off the cutting room floor and run things back and forth from the fabric houses over on Grand Street. You seem strong enough—at the end of the day you can lend a hand with loading the truck. The job calls for five dollars a week. I hope that will be sufficient.”


“Five dollars . . . ?” Morris turned back to his mother. He said in Yiddish, “I can make six on the street selling The Jewish Daily Forward. Chaim Fineman does, and he doesn’t even have to work Saturdays.”


“Zey shtil, Morris!” His mother nudged him from behind. Hush now.


“Be my guest, then. Go work for the newspapers.” Mr. Kaufman reopened his ledger book, as if the interview had come to an end. “You’ll freeze your tuchis off all winter long, and I see you’re not even wearing a proper coat as it is. Anyway, I thought I heard your mother say you were looking to learn a trade.”


“He ist. He ist.” His mother pinched Morris on the shoulder, more of a command than an answer to Mr. Kaufman’s question. “Morris . . . ?”


“Owww! All right, Momma. So if I do these things . . . sweep the floor and load the truck, how do I get ahead?”


“Get ahead? You hear this, Rose?” Kaufman looked over at his wife. “I haven’t even hired the lad and he’s already angling for a promotion. Trust me, son, I can shout out that window and come back with five boys older than you who’d be happy with this job. I only called you in as a favor to Mrs. Davidowitz, who is one of my most valuable workers and who seemed to think you had this . . .” He snapped his fingers three times. “Zip. Drive. A quality that I’m sad to say in front of your mother that I cannot see.” He turned the page of his big leather accounting book and put his spectacles back on. “You decide.”


“He is happy with it.” Morris’s mother nudged him again, this time with impatience. “I assure you, he will do the job.”


“He will, will he? Let me ask you, son.” Mr. Kaufman leaned forward, knitting his brow. “Have you ever heard the word ‘impertinence’?”


Impertinence. Morris couldn’t even pronounce it. He shook his head.


“Well, look it up, lad, because you seem to have it. In spades! Still, it bears repeating that somehow Mrs. Davidowitz has vouched for you, so she must see something I can’t. At least, she’s convinced my wife—and she’s the real boss here.” He looked over to Mrs. Kaufman and smiled. “Isn’t that right, Rose? So that’s all that matters. She says you’re a smart lad with zip in your step. Good qualities for certain, but all that matters to me is, not can you run the Standard Oil Company, but can you do what’s asked of you here?”


“Five dollars a week will go a long ways, Mr. Kaufman,” Morris’s mother said. “He’ll take what you offer. Thank you.”


“All the same, Mrs. Rabishevsky . . .” Mr. Kaufman leaned forward. “I’d prefer to hear it from him, if that’s okay. So do you have it, boy . . . ?” He snapped his fingers again. One, two, three. “Tell me.”


“I have it,” Morris said. Though inside he’d hoped to come away with a least a dollar a day.


“One more time, if that’s okay . . . ?” Mr. Kaufman put a finger to his ear. “And with some conviction, if you don’t mind. My hearing isn’t what it used to be.”


“I said I have it,” Morris said again. “A sheynem danken, sir.” He turned to Mrs. Kaufman. “And thank you to you too, ma’am.”


“So if that’s settled . . .” Mr. Kaufman leaned back in his chair, “we work six days a week here. Seven thirty A.M. to seven P.M. We do give the Sabbath off, of course, though if you come in you’ll usually find the two of us here. Mrs. Kaufman and I are not religious. You get two sick days a year. Three, I dock your pay. Five, you might as well take that job selling papers, ’cause you’ll no longer be working here.”


“Feshtayn.” Morris nodded dutifully. I understand.


“Good. The truth is,” Mr. Kaufman looked at his wife, “I started at twelve myself. Isn’t that, right, Rose? As a tailor’s assistant. Back in Vilnius. No more of a sense where life was taking me than you now. So what do you say, Rose? Shall we give young Mr. Rabishevsky the chance to acquire his trade?”


“Manny . . .” Mrs. Kaufman turned her chair around and gave her husband a disgruntled narrowing of her brows.


“All right, all right . . .” Mr. Kaufman looked back at Morris with a blanch of guilt. “My wife thinks I’ve taken advantage of you in your wages. So how ’bout we say, three months from now, if you’re doing well enough, we’ll see about that dollar a day you’re so eager for. Until then, we’ll see if you’re cut out for this kind of work.”


“How about I come in every day at seven and you pay me the dollar a day now?” Morris pressed.


At first there was silence. Morris’s mother twisted his ear, causing Morris to yelp loudly, “What’s that for?” and he spun around in pain. When he turned back at Mr. Kaufman, Morris didn’t know if he was about to be fired before he even began.


“Impertinence, Rose. You hear it, don’t you? He’s already pushing for a raise and he hasn’t even shown up his first day. If this is how he is now I hope we’re not making a big mistake on him.”


“Three months,” Mrs. Kaufman said to Morris, no negotiation in her voice. “Do you hear? And only if you’re doing well. Understood?”


Morris nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


“But since you’ve offered, being here at seven and getting a jump on things will not go unnoticed. Is that fair?”


“Morris?” His mother nudged him. “Zogen di dame.” Tell the lady.


“Yes. I’ll be here at seven. Thank you, ma’am. Mr. Kaufman, you as well.” Morris put out his hand. His new boss leaned across the desk and took it, with an impressed glance to Morris’s mother, at the firmness of his grip.


“He’s got a shake for a middleweight. That much I can say. And for the record, son, from now on it’s English only here. Leave the Yiddish for the home.”


“That’s fine with me.”


“Good. So we’ll be seeing you tomorrow then. Seven A.M. Leave your address. Mrs. Kaufman will put you on the payroll.”


“Thank you, sir.” Morris put on his cap. He and his mother took a step toward the door.


“And, son . . . ?”


“Sir . . . ?”


“You want to get ahead so badly, keep your eyes open here. Only way to learn this business. You can’t learn it in a school. Watch Mr. Seligman in the cutting room. He can do blind what others only wish they could do with their eyes wide open. Or Mr. Beck, when he lays out a marker . . .” His eyes twinkled with pride. “So take things in, and learn. Maybe one day, you’ll find that trade. Farshteyst . . . ?”


“I thought you said to leave the Yiddish at home, Mr. Kaufman,” Morris said, his eyes in a bright smile.


“So I did, didn’t I?” For the first time he gave Morris a smile back. “Oh, and one more thing . . . Rabishevsky is a fine Russian name, lad, but it’s a mouthful for some people here. Many of the workmen here are Italian. It would be helpful if we could shorten it just a bit. What if we just call you Raab? No disrespect to your late husband, ma’am. Morris Raab. Is that all right, Momma?”


Morris’s mother thought about it a moment and then slowly nodded. “Yes, it’s all right with me. His father won’t know.”


“And with you, boy?” He narrowed his bushy eyebrows at Morris.


Morris said it over in his mind. He actually liked the sound of it. It sounded . . . more American. “Morris Raab is good,” he replied.


“So then keep those eyes open, Mr. Raab.” Mr. Kaufman put his glasses back on and turned the page of his ledger book. “Who knows—do your job well, how this crazy world works, one day you might even end up running the place.”




Chapter Four


Of the five dollars Morris brought in each week, four went toward the family’s food and rent.


One dollar he was free to keep for himself.


Now that his father had died, and money was even scarcer, the family had been forced to move to smaller and even more modest lodgings on Cherry Street, a mile from the temple. In fact, once he began working full time, Morris started going less and less, until he hardly went at all.


In a part of the city where squalor and overcrowding were a part of life on every block, Cherry Street was among the poorest. Buildings there were barely more than ramshackle tenements owned by indifferent landlords who had no urge to improve them, since most of their tenants were either just off the boat or would be gone soon. Apartments had creaky staircases, scant lighting, furnaces that rarely worked, especially in winter; water that was brown and intermittent, and rarely hot. On each floor the incessant chatter of sewing machines and the hiss of steam pressers could be heard deep into the nights.


The family squeezed into a tiny three-room apartment on the fourth floor. Morris and his brothers: Sol, six years older, had to assume the role of the man in the family now that their father had died. He took courses in accounting at City College, but could not afford to go there full time as he had to bring money in. Harry, four years older: likeable, handsome as a movie star, but lazy and unreliable when it came to a career. Since the tragedy on Essex Street, and the feeling that in her heart his mother always held him responsible, Harry shied away from anything you might call dependable and had begun to hang out with a questionable crowd. His mother always called him Moisheh Kapoyer, Mr. Upside Down, because whatever he touched never seemed to come out right. Inwardly, however, her feelings toward him were anything but lighthearted. The hardscrabble life they lived now had taken much of the fight out of her, and Harry always felt a lack of forgiveness in her voice toward him, so that he began to spend less and less of his time at home.


Morris was the only one of them born in the States, and before he could even read, he would pick up The Jewish Daily Forward or magazines left on the street and see how other people lived, some even Jews, who resided in fancier neighborhoods uptown, which might as well have been different countries. Once, he and his friend Irv Weschler took the tram up Broadway and walked around Central Park, which to Morris seemed to go on forever—in his life he had never seen so much green!—staring at the tall apartment buildings that lined both sides, with white-gloved doormen opening carriages and rich tenants who stepped out. He and Irv looked at each other with awe—such grandeur was a sight they’d only heard tales of—imagining the servants, the high-curtained rooms with glass chandeliers hanging within, until a policeman, noticing their disheveled clothes and unwashed state, shooed them away like they were fleas carrying pestilence. “Go back to your own neighborhood, boys. You don’t belong up here.”


“One day, I’m gonna live up there,” he said to Irv on the long tram ride back home.


“You better save up your pennies then,” Irv said, “because it’ll take a lot of them.”


“It won’t always be pennies,” Morris said. “You’ll see.”


Most boys left school in their early teens, needing to bring in money for their families. Oftentimes women continued with their education, as their money-earning options were slim. Anna held a part-time job as a bookkeeper; after school, Bess helped out in a bridal shop. Harry never brought in much of anything, always losing jobs, whether it was as a newspaper hawker or a stock boy, and he started to hang out with a group of older ne’er-do-wells, drawn to pickpocketing and gambling. Still, he did bring in a few bucks playing lookout for some of the back-alley gambling scams, and every dollar was needed. He wasn’t a bad kid—he just seemed drawn to the promise of easy cash instead of working for it.


In summers, the neighborhood kids would escape the heat by jumping off the docks into the East River for a swim. It was like a country club to them. Morris was the best swimmer among their friends. He could hold his breath for what seemed like forever. He was able to swim from pier to pier without even coming up for air.


But even their fun contained a measure of danger. Rival gangs of Irish and Italians all used the same overcrowded docks, and they had no urge to share them with newly arrived immigrants who spoke a language no one could figure out, grew their sidelocks long, and looked at a dunk in the river as their weekly bath. There were always fights and people being taunted. Teenagers of all origins went around in packs. One of their neighbors’ kids on the fourth floor on Cherry Street was even drowned one day; one minute he was frolicking next to a barge, the next minute he was gone, and a group of freckle-faced Irish boys were grinning how Jews couldn’t swim, weighed down by their big noses. Those who had no urge to fight back required protection just to get around, generally from the Irish or Italian kids, who had turned it into a business. Scrapes and tussles were an everyday event, as were the insults and taunting that went with being a Jew. And as they got older, the bullies began to carry knives. Then lead pipes wrapped in newspapers, and occasionally guns. The jostling and pickpocketing escalated into armed robbery and assault.


Morris’s friend Irv was pudgy and curly-haired. He was good in school and talked about one day going to college. His mother was a librarian and his father had an office job for the city, so Irv was reading and speaking English fluently at an early age. At thirteen, he was accepted into the Washington Public School on Irving Place, a half-hour trek through the dangerous neighborhoods north of Houston. Italian ground. And Irv was someone who was far more comfortable with a book than he was using his fists.


“My parents wouldn’t let me go unless we found someone to look out for me,” he confided to Morris, their feet dangling over the East River pier in the heat of an August Sunday.


“I’ll look out for you,” Morris said. “I can handle myself.”


“I know you can, but you work. Besides, we found someone.”


“How much do you have to pay?”


“Two dollars a week.”


“Two dollars! Those Italians will rape you if you let them. I’d do it for a buck.”


“He’s not Italian,” Irv said. “He’s a yiddisher actually.”


“A Jew?”


“That’s right. He was sent away to a reform school and now he’s got his own gang. This guy’s even tougher than the Italians. My father says, what a world when such behavior is rewarded.”


“Let’s take a swim. Last one in has to lug home the towels,” Morris said.




Chapter Five


Friday was payday in the factories. By March, Morris had worked four months and earned the raise to a dollar a day that Mrs. Kaufman had promised.


Just making the long walk home from Chrystie Street back to Cherry, his pockets stuffed with a week’s wage, temptations and risks arose on every corner. Any card hawker worth his salt knew the look of a ripe young man flush with cash in his pockets, even a twelve-year-old boy, and they would urge Morris to come over, “Just for a look, young fella, you don’t have to play. But who knows, you might win big,” sometimes even following him halfway down the street.


Once or twice, Morris actually stopped at a three-card monte swindle off Delancey Street and studied how the game was played. One time, sure that he spotted the scheme that was meant to take advantage of an unsuspecting tourist or those just off the boat, Morris plunked his own money down on the table and lost his entire week’s pay. When his mother found out, she was furious at him for risking the family’s welfare. “You of all people, Morris. You’re no one’s fool. How could you let yourself be stolen from like that?” He felt ashamed, and vowed he would never be taken advantage of like that again.


But making his way back through the maze of crowded streets and alleys was fraught with danger too. Especially on Fridays, when anyone keen to take advantage was on the prowl. South of Monroe Street were the Irish; north of Houston, the Italians; to the west, German Catholics, all hostile to a ragtag immigrant who didn’t look or talk like them, and who believed that their Savior was not the son of God.


But the toughest of the troublemakers were the Jews themselves. “Don’t let the yarmulkes fool you,” his mother would say. “These people will cut you blind.” Because for every lad looking to make it out through hard work or enterprising spirit, there was one whose ticket to riches was punched by crime. Every corner harbored roving bands of thugs who would shake you down and steal what you had, and rackets—gambling, prostitution, robberies, pickpocketing. And the street-smart Jews preyed on their own kind just as willingly. On any corner, a pushcart filled with clutter could haphazardly knock into you, a pretty girl could sidle up and steal your attention, someone’s hand could slip inside your pocket and your hard-earned wages would be gone.


Morris always protected his cash by keeping his hands in his pockets and avoiding signs of suspicious bands of youths—Gentiles or Jews. But one Friday, the wind whipping off the East River, right through Morris’s new wool coat—a gift from Mrs. Kaufman, who had gotten it from a friend in the business and who was sympathetic to Morris’s long trek to work—Morris was carrying a bag of potatoes and turnips and had six dollar bills in his pocket, when he came face-to-face with a band of cigarette-smoking toughs heading his way.


He thought it wiser to duck through an alley off Broome, which led to Delancey and the safety of crowds. But the alley was narrow and unlit and ahead Morris heard voices—peals of exultation mixed with groans of frustration. He saw a group of men sitting on fruit boxes, with two young toughs overseeing a card game.


The con men were older, one short, in a suit and black coat and homburg, the other in ragtag clothes and a flat wool cap, twice his size. Morris knew how to handle himself, but not against thugs like these; they looked like the real thing. He looked behind and saw the band of street toughs congregating at the alley entrance, so he thought the safer course was to continue on rather than to turn back. He figured if these guys gave him any trouble he could always make a dash for it to the other side.


As he approached the card game, one of the con men caught sight of him and came up with a cocky smirk. He was dressed in an ill-fitting black coat and black homburg, tilted slightly to the side. Though he really wasn’t a man at all, but more of a youth trying to look like one, dressed all dapper, chubby-cheeked and with a dimpled chin. Morris pegged him as no older than seventeen. He was shorter than Morris, but not short on boldness, blocking Morris’s way. “Want to get through? It’ll cost you, kid. A buck. For protection,” the tough said.
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