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PROLOGUE

Election Night, 1960

Tuesday, November 5, 1960

Rory Maguire helped get Jack Kennedy elected president.

The Chairman said so.

On Election Night Rory stood on line with the other young volunteers outside the local John Fitzgerald Kennedy campaign headquarters on Seventh Avenue in Brooklyn, waiting to shake Charlie “the Chairman” Pergola’s hand.

The gruff, blocky pol waved his big cigar, buttoned his cashmere coat over his double-breasted, pinstriped suit, and gave a personal thanks to each kid for putting up the final blitz of JFK/LBJ posters and handing out the crucial campaign palm cards. He pressed his trademark Liberty silver dollar into each of their palms as he shook hands.

Charlie Pergola was the boss of the Brooklyn Democratic machine, a fixer who could solve any problem. He fixed everything from traffic tickets to a bank-fraud court case. He marched local kids into West Point or Annapolis, handed out summer jobs like lollypops, and got forever-indebted candidates elected to various offices. Over the years, dozens of politicians-councilmen, state representatives, mayors, governors, congressmen, and U.S. senators-owed him their jobs. Pergola also stocked the local courts and the bureaucracy with loyal Democrats. He ruled over his Brooklyn domain from his brownstone headquarters in the Benjamin Franklin Club on Union Street near Prospect Park.

The Chairman was the most powerful politician in Brooklyn, and today he was in charge of delivering Kings County, the second largest Democratic county in the USA, to John Fitzgerald Kennedy.

And Rory Maguire helped him do it.

Just as the Chairman reached eleven-year-old Rory on line, Rory saw his father, Harry Maguire, strolling along Seventh Avenue in the dim night light of the candy-cane-shaped iron lampposts that boasted the JFK/LBJ posters. He wore his old merchant marine watch cap and knock-around peacoat on his way to the subway. Rory knew his father would be taking a D train to the taxi dispatch office in lower Manhattan to push a Checker cab through the busy election night.

“Hey, big guy,” Harry said, stopping and kissing the top of Rory’s head.

Rory said hello to his father and introduced him to Charlie Pergola.

“Nice to meet you, Maguire,” the Chairman said, staring at the pin on Harry’s watch cap, the one with the initials USMM, for United States Merchant Marine.

“My son speaks highly of you,” Harry said.

“That’s nice. Vote yet?”

“Nah,” Harry said.

“On your way to the polls now, then?” the Chairman asked, attempting to pin a JFK/LBJ button on Harry’s pea-coat. Harry smiled and stopped him.

“No offense,” Harry said. “But no thanks.”

“You’re not a Republican?” the Brooklyn boss asked, making it sound like a rare disease.

“No.”

The Chairman tried to hand him a voting palm card and said, “Then take this with you to the poll and vote the straight Democratic ticket….”

Again Harry declined.

“Actually, I don’t vote,” Harry said and Rory felt dread scald through him like a gulp of ammonia. “It only encourages the bums. Besides, if I don’t vote no one will ever let me down or break my heart.”

“You don’t like JFK?”

“I like that he served his country,” Harry said. “I like the way he tosses a football. But neither one makes me want to vote for him for president. Or the other guy.”

Rory saw the Chairman’s cobalt eyes fix on the USMM pin on his father’s hat.

“Whatever floats your boat,” said the Chairman. “Comrade.”

Harry leaned close to the Chairman and said just loud enough for Rory to look up and hear, “Give my regards to your son, Charles. We were comrades on the same Liberty ship during the war.”

Harry zippered Rory’s coat to his neck, kissed the top of his head, and kept walking for the subway. Rory would never forget the Chairman’s enraged eyes as he watched Harry Maguire walk away. Rory took his Liberty silver dollar and hurried home before the Chairman could say anything more to him.



Smoke drifted on the night wind as bonfires raged on every other block of the predominantly Irish parish of St. Stanislaus. As Rory approached his tenement he was drawn like a moth to the flames of the giant bonfire on Twelfth Street, where sparks danced loud and bright into the black Brooklyn sky. A brilliant orange glow lit up Seventh Avenue. It’s like the Batlight beaming across Gotham, Rory thought.

Rory stood on the corner of Seventh Avenue, watching the raging bonfire that was built smack in the middle of the gutter on Twelfth Street, located between two closed-forthe night garages. No traffic dared come up the block.

“The polls just closed,” someone shouted and a cheer rose from the crowd of hundreds while a team of young guys tossed wood and furniture off the roof of the gray garage and their pals on the street built the bonfire higher and broader. They heaved on stripped old sofas, painted wooden doors, forklift pallets, packing crates, broken tables and chairs, dilapidated cribs, bureaus, bassinets, high chairs, newsstands from three local candy stores, Borden’s wooden milk boxes, and stacks of old discarded furniture and magazines foraged from the storage wood bins of the tenement cellars.

Rory’s eyes opened wide, focusing on the old Red Devil enamel paint blistering and peeling from an old wooden door ripped off the hinges of a tenement. He watched the hungry fire find bundles of scrap lumber that leapt to flame, saw a coffee table sizzle with its three legs in the air like a dying animal. As the fire swirled and climbed the wind shifted and smoke blew down Twelfth Street, clouding Rory’s wide eyes.

The acrid smoke stung, but Rory felt like there was something else in the air. Something exciting. Something thrilling. Something special. Something that Rory Maguire was a part of. Something that had never happened before. People on the TV news kept saying this election might be history in the making. He felt like there was something big-bigger than his whole neighborhood-in the wind. The flames seemed to shout this to the whole wide world. There was something scary, powerful, and important about this year’s annual rite of Election Night bonfires that Rory never understood until his father explained it to him that morning.

“It’s a demonstration of unity,” Harry Maguire said.

His father explained that Election Night bonfires were political statements, citizens sending smoke signals to the powerful politicians of Manhattan. Telling them that they had better listen to the little people. Or face their fiery wrath. And so, in Brooklyn, voters saved inflammable bulk trash all year long and gave it to the local street kids on Election Day for the traditional bonfires that Rory’s father said were lit to let the powerful people in City Hall across the harbor know that Brooklyn had voted. And when the count was finished Brooklyn and its three million common citizens better get what was coming to them from the city fathers or else they’d remember the snub come next Election Day.

It bothered Rory that his father wasn’t here celebrating with the rest of the neighborhood. It bothered him that Harry Maguire didn’t vote. Especially for Jack Kennedy. And it bothered him most that the Chairman knew it.

Rory watched the flames reach the second story of the tenements and now the sirens of the fire engines screamed from the nearby Eleventh Street firehouse. The firemen stretched their hoses from the johnny pumps, shooting big arcs of freezing water through the November night while others searched the rooftops for possible flames.

The fire was soon extinguished. The night grew dark and colder. And as the firemen departed a song rose from the hundreds of citizens who had gathered to watch their symbolic bonfire: “We hate to see you go/ We hate to see you go/ We hope to hell you never come back/ We hate to see you go….

And as soon as the firemen were gone a second bonfire ignited on Twelfth Street on the other side of Seventh Avenue. And another on Eleventh Street. Then one on Thirteenth Street. As the firemen ran to extinguish those bonfires, a new one was always built, doused with kerosene and torched on the smoldering remains of the first fire on Twelfth Street, the flames so intense this time that a fourfoot deep crater was always melted into the tar covered street and would require a morning road crew from the Department of Transportation to refill the hole in the gutter.

Then Rory watched the Election Night saloons open. Citizens carried out cardboard containers of tap beer, cheering the flames that once again lit up the Brooklyn night. Rory had never seen the bonfires burn as bright or in such abundance as they did on this Election Night when the Brooklyn Irish voted for John Fitzgerald Kennedy.

Our Jack. One of their own.



At home in his tenement flat Rory’s mother, Tara Donovan Maguire, bottle-fed Rory’s infant sister, Bridget, as his other sister and two brothers slept. Tara had emigrated from Belfast when she was orphaned at sixteen. And now she sat in front of the black-and-white TV waiting for election results.

“If our Jack wins it’ll be like having Finn McCool himself in the White House,” she said.

“He’s gonna win,” Rory said. “God can’t ignore the prayers of all us Catholics.”

Tara laughed, blessed herself, and said, “Your dinner’s in the oven, grà.”

Rory ate lukewarm beef stew, kissed his mother good night, and climbed into the chilly top rack of the bunk bed he shared with his kid brother Dermot, staring at the cracked plaster of the ceiling. Before he drifted to sleep, Rory heard Walter Cronkite say that the final tally would not come until the next day. Rory listened to his mother mumbling a rosary, asking God to help make John Fitzgerald Kennedy the first Catholic president of the United States of America. If that happened it would also mean that Charlie Pergola would be more powerful than ever before.

But as his mother prayed into the night, all Rory thought about was the Chairman glaring at his father….
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The Day the President Was Shot
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Friday, November 22, 1963

The President Is Dead. School Dismissed.

Rory Maguire thought this must be what it was like to have a death in the family. The only other time he’d ever felt this kind of hollow, awful feeling in his gut was the day last May when his father fell from the Prospect Expressway at work and got hurt bad.

But this was different.

Worse.

He knew for sure that his mother was home crying her eyes out.

Miss Seltzer had been so distraught in typing class after Mr. Sears, the principal of Manual Training High, called her out of class into the hallway to whisper to her that when she came back in she couldn’t get any words out of her little, always-pursed lips. So she’d grabbed an eraser, wiped off The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dog, and chose a brand-new piece of chalk from a box, as if an old stub wouldn’t be respectful, and wrote those words on the blackboard in big horrible letters.

Then she’d flopped in her chair-the same one where nutso Lulu McNab once hid a whoopee cushion under her pillow-dropped her small graying head in her arms, and began to sob. That started a chain reaction with all the other girls in class, even the ones Rory knew had Republican parents.

“Oh, my God,” said one girl in the first row, her hand going to her mouth as she wept. “Oh, my God …”

Rory hurried down the school stairs holding back his own tears in front of the girls who passed each other hankies and Kleenex to wipe their runny noses and mascara.

Rory was the only guy in the typing class. So he had to be strong. When he’d asked Mr. Sears for permission to take typing Rory explained he needed to learn how to type to become a sportswriter.

An amused Mr. Sears had said, “Typing is for girls.”

“Clark Kent types,” Rory said. “Jimmy Cannon of the Journal-American types. Dick Young of the Daily News types. I read in a biography of Samuel Clemens that Mark Twain handed in the first typed manuscript in America. None of them’re girls.”

Mr. Sears laughed and said okay, he could take typing instead of a wood-shop class, but that he didn’t want any fistfights in the hall if other guys called Rory a sissy. Or else he’d transfer him out and have him suspended.

A lot of the Manual High football jocks did bust Rory’s chops. They called him a quiff for taking typing. Or they’d yell, “Maguire, take a letter!” “Exactly what type of homo are you, Maguire,” asked one flabby lineman named Minogue.

“Someday you’ll take it back when you read my interviews with Y.A. Tittle and Johnny Unitas in the Daily News,” Rory said.

“Daily News?” Minogue said, standing amid his taunting football teammates. “My old man says your old man reads The Daily Worker. Like all the other draft-dodgin’ merchant marines during the big war.”

The jocks had a good laugh.

In school, Rory often took these rank-outs on the chin. In his freshman year the jocks were bigger and older than him and they stuck together like a lynch mob. Now that he was a sophomore, he’d grown to five foot nine, and weighed 165 pounds, with hard muscles from working his buns off in the butcher shop, pedaling his big bike about twenty miles a day, eating steak sandwiches and sausage-and-pepper heroes. Only the week before, Noonz, one of the butchers where he worked, said, “Mingya, kid, but you’re gettin’ huge like Charles Atlas.”

Rory laughed and said, “You never know when I might have to punch one of these crew-cut football clowns right in the fat face.”

Especially Minogue, Rory thought.

But Mr. Sears had warned him that if he got in any fights in school he’d take him out of typing and suspend him. That would go on his record and hurt his chances of staying on the honor roll, which was important if he wanted to get a scholarship to a good college. He needed a scholarship, because no way could Rory’s parents afford to pay his way through college. His father didn’t even have a job, couldn’t work if he wanted to. The old man was still on crutches or parked in a wheelchair, fighting to get workmen’s comp and disability insurance.

Besides, Rory’d learned to live with certain stuff. He spent half his childhood rolling in the gutters, having fistfights with big-mouthed kids, sticking up for his father who’d served in the merchant marines instead of the regular marines during World War II.

Rory’s mother once told him, “Your father was a hero during the war. He sailed the treacherous North Atlantic on Liberty cargo ships that supplied the war effort, all the while being attacked by bombs, shells, sea mines, and torpedoes from Hitler’s U-boats, the Luftwaffe, and Surface Raiders. Not to mention watching mates die from the cold and the sharks and the sea.”

But as far as he knew, his father had no medals besides a Victory Medal and Atlantic Service Bars to prove it. And the old man would never even talk about his time in the war. Never. Ever. In fact, the only time his father ever lost his temper with Rory was when he pestered him for details for a school essay about his time in the merchant marines in World War II.

“Off-limits, damn it!” the old man had barked. “Case closed.”

To make matters worse, his old man wasn’t even a registered Democrat. And in that working-class Irish Catholic parish of St. Stanislaus (he was a Polish saint but it was an Irish neighborhood) not being a Democrat, loyal to “the Chairman” was like being a secret Protestant and snubbing the Pope. Because Harry Maguire didn’t vote at all, people whispered that maybe he was a secret commie.

But all that seemed so stupid right now as Rory joined the stampede out of Manual after President John F. Kennedy was shot in Dallas. The girls from typing were still weeping as Rory joined them and blended in with other classes on the second-floor stairway, all heading toward the Brooklyn street.

As he descended Rory spotted Carol Sturgis a few heads in front of him. His heart jumped. At fifteen Carol was a junior and a full year older than Rory. Even from the back, he could pick Carol out of the rush hour crowd. She had hair like the gorgeous girls in the Prell commercials on TV, long and blond and bouncy with lots of that shiny stuff they called lanolin. She was so blue-eyed and pretty and walked with such shoulders-back confidence that she terrified Rory. She had posture, poise, class. She made his mouth dry and his palms sweat.

This was Carol’s first term in Manual. She’d moved from the City, which is what Brooklynites called Manhattan. Her father, who was some kind of lawyer, bought a fancy brownstone with a backyard and a peach tree on Tenth Street. The house must’ve gone for at least fifteen or twenty grand. Instead of work boots and dungarees like most of the local fathers, Mr. Sturgis wore snazzy suits to work in the morning, like the father in Ozzie and Harriet. Instead of taking the subway, he drove his shiny Chevy to work somewhere in Downtown Brooklyn. Carol’s mother was almost as pretty as Carol. She looked a little like that hot tamale Stella Stevens, and wore the kinds of clothes Rory never saw his mother wear. Clothes like ladies wore in movies about rich people from Manhattan.

They were different than other neighborhood families. Since they moved into the neighborhood in July, Rory had seen Carol and her parents in Freedom Meats, where he worked. Every Friday night, like clockwork, the Sturgis family came in around 5:30 to order their weekly meat order. That was weird all by itself, Rory thought. He couldn’t think of any other family that shopped together. Most local wives shopped alone while their husbands went to the bars. Plus they ate meat on meatless Fridays and he’d heard Mrs. Sturgis tell Sal that they had a big deep freezer in the finished basement. So they ordered lots of special freezer-wrapped porterhouse steaks, ground round instead of chuck chop, center cut pork chops instead of shoulder, the $1.69-a-pound veal cutlets, and the best chicken cutlets and eye round roasts. Top-shelf. Nothing that was on sale. The same grade meat his boss Sal Russo ate. The only steak Rory had ever eaten before he worked at Freedom Meats was chuck steak. When Sal cooked him his first sirloin on the electric skillet in the back room of the butcher shop, slapped between two pieces of seeded Italian bread from Robestelli’s bakery, it was so delicious that Rory felt like he was committing a mortal sin. He checked to make sure it wasn’t a meatless Friday.

Every time Carol came into the store with her parents Rory hurried into the back room, ducked into the bathroom, and checked to make sure his hair looked good. It was getting longer every week, like those guys from Liverpool, the Beatles. He was convinced they were going to be a big huge hit when they first came to America and went on Ed Sullivan in February. Everyone was starting to grow mop tops, but Rory was ahead of them all, ahead of the Fab Four fad.

But right now everybody he met in school and the neighborhood busted his chops about his long hair. His parents, classmates, teachers, his boss, even his friends told Rory he needed a haircut.

“You look like Moe from the Three Stooges,” said Timmy, one of his stickball pals from Eleventh Street.

The football jocks told him he looked more like a quiff than ever. Bad enough he was the only guy in typing. Now he was growing his hair long. But he’d seen a Daily News centerfold spread and all kinds of TV news footage about young chicks going ape over the Beatles so he hoped his hair might attract a sophisticated older girl like Carol Sturgis from Manhattan.

He’d been watching Carol now for four months, since she moved into the neighborhood, checking her out as he passed her on the street pedaling his big industrial delivery bike, the basket loaded with meat orders. Stealing glances at her in the butcher shop mirrors as he carried sides of beef or scraped the big butcher blocks or unloaded meat from the wholesale trucks. Or when he passed her in the hallways of Manual. A few times, he’d rushed ahead of her to hold open the lunchroom doors for Carol, just to be able to hear her smoky little Lauren Bacall-ish voice say “Thanks.”

He’d always just nod and stare in those blue eyes. And his heart would do a Gene Krupa drumroll in his chest.

Even if a delivery took him in the opposite direction, when Rory was out on his bike from Freedom Meats, which was on the corner of Eighth Street and Seventh Avenue, he always went out of his way to pedal up Tenth Street, hoping he’d see Carol going into or coming out of her house. He saw her a few times in the summer in white short-shorts and almost crashed the bike. What a shape! Like Annette Funi-cello in Beach Party. Just looking at her made him want to run to confession. Thank God temptation wasn’t sin, because every time he laid eyes on Carol Sturgis he had temptations worse than Jesus had in the desert.

And now here she was, a few feet in front of him, wrecked by the news about John Fitzgerald Kennedy, blotting tears and mascara from those gorgeous blue eyes. The way he knew his mother was probably doing at home right then.

“Why couldn’t this nigga-lover get killed on a Mondee ’stead of a Fridee so we coulda got a whole week off,” shouted a familiar voice from behind him on the stairs.

Rory saw a white blur in front of his eyes, like someone had just popped a flashcube in his face. He turned and there was Minogue. Trotting down the school stairs, wearing his football jacket, flanked by a few crew-cut teammates. His big round head reminded Rory of the pig heads he had to trim in Freedom Meats, pink and flabby and his hair cut into a Detroit-style one-inch flattop with a square back.

Rory dropped his books, which were bound with an elastic strap, climbed three steps, and all the insults Minogue ever threw at him about being a quiff and his father being a commie coward and a welfare artist just roared out of him like a Jules Verne volcano. He punched Minogue flush in the mouth. The big jock’s head bounced back against the steel-plated wall. A few girls screamed as blood lashed from Minogue’s mouth. Then Rory grabbed his lapels and slammed Minogue against the wall of the stairway because now this big fat pig was ranking on Jack Kennedy, who’d just been assassinated!

“Take it back!” Rory shouted. “Take it back, you fat son of a bitch, or I’ll friggin’ kill you!”

A shocked Minogue, blood leaking from a split lower lip, gaped in a dazed way at Rory. And then his eyes shifted to his teammates, who also wore Manual High football jackets. They seemed as outraged by Minogue’s remark as everyone else. So did Mr. Sears, who appeared at the top of the stairs peering down, his silence an eerie approval of Rory’s reaction.

“I take it back,” Minogue whined in a half-crying way.

Rory let go of Minogue and turned to go down the stairs. Carol Sturgis stood in front of him now, her damp muddied eyes staring up into his dark eyes.

“Hi,” she said.

“Oh … hi … um, sorry. Sorry I cursed in front of you like that….”

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “He’s a real asshole.”

They shared a small pained laugh and descended side by side. His mouth went dry and his palms dampened.

“I’m Carol, by the way,” she said.

“I know,” Rory said, handing her a clean tissue from his ski-jacket pocket. “Everyone knows who you are.”

“Can it, Maguire,” Mr. Sears said. “Take it out onto the street.”
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As they stepped out onto chilly Seventh Avenue, Carol said, “My dad worked in JFK’s campaign in 1960.”

“So did I,” Rory said.

She smiled, looked Rory in the eyes, and said, “You worked for the president’s campaign?”

“Well, I put up JFK/LBJ posters on every lamppost from Flatbush Avenue to Prospect Avenue right here along Seventh Avenue,” Rory said, grinning. “You took two cardboard posters and wrapped them around the pole, high enough so kids couldn’t rip them down, and you’d staple them together. There are a hundred and four lampposts from end to end. No Parking signs are too skinny. The Chairman organized all the neighborhood kids.”

“Who’s the Chairman?”

“Charlie Pergola, he’s the local Democratic boss,” Rory said. “Like the Casey Stengel of the Democratic party in Brooklyn.”

She forced a laugh and said, “Imagine crazy old Casey in politics? I’m surprised you got involved so young.”

“Well, my mom, she’s Irish from the other side and we’re Catholic, too, and so she loves … loved … how weird is that? … Jack Kennedy …” he said. “It just rubbed off. I mean, I was only eleven….”

He knew as soon as he mentioned how old he’d been that he’d made a doofus out of himself.

“So, you’re what, fourteen, now?” she said.

“Well … yeah, but I work and I’ll be fifteen next month, on the thirteenth, and—”

“You’re a sophomore, then.”

“Yeah, but honor roll-and I’m gonna be a sportswriter and—”

Before he could finish the sentence a gleaming red 1963 Buick Riviera slid up to the No Parking zone in front of the school, springy curb finders grating, the passenger window gliding down with that new power-window contraption the TV car commercials bragged about. Other students turned to admire the car, saying it was “boss.” One guy sang along with Dale and Grace doing “I’m Leaving It Up to You” on the car radio. Rory thought how odd it was that life just went on after the president was murdered.

Sal “Babe” Russo sat behind the leopard-skin-covered steering wheel of the Riviera that matched the seat covers. Large yellow sponge dice with black dots hung from the rearview mirror. A Roger Maris bobblehead doll bounced from the vibrations of the speaker under the rear-window ledge of the car. They belong in a playpen, Rory thought.

Babe turned down the music and leaned across the front seat.

“Eh, champ,” Babe said, calling Rory what he’d nicknamed him the year before when Rory won second prize in an essay contest in the World-Telegram on what the arrival of the New York Mets expansion team meant to old Brooklyn Dodger fans. “The old man says for me ta say ta you ta come in early ta work if you got outta school early on account the assass-im-ya-call-it over in Dallas, there. Jesus H-You-know-who, but how sad’s alla that? Makes you wanna weep. No? The radio keeps playing that ‘My daddy is president, what does your daddy do’ song. Breaks your stinkin’ heart.”

Babe turned seventeen in October, went to ritzy and private Poly Prep High (after flunking out of Xavieran), and wore his hair in a perfect Fabian pompadour, heavy on the Brill Cream. His father bought him the Riviera as a birthday gift to go with his driver’s license and he looked like he belonged behind the wheel. He had one of those handsome Italian faces with heavy eyebrows like the bad guys on The Untouchables, but Rory didn’t think Babe was a bad guy at all. As Babe’s Uncle Noonz always said, “Nice kid, Babe, but don’t expect no cure for cancer outta him, neither.”

Even though Babe was an only child who had everything, Rory felt kind of sorry for him. First off, his mother died when he was fourteen. That ate a real big one. Plus, Rory knew Babe wanted to follow his father’s footsteps, become a butcher, dress in an immaculate starched apron, and laugh and joke with the customers on a Saturday afternoon while tying a perfect eye-round pot roast or filleting wafer-thin veal cutlets and filling the silver registers with crisp payday cash. Rory thought Babe had the perfect personality for the job—handsome, a little flirty but never dirty with the housewives, making them feel special by saying they looked beautiful and youthful, telling dopey jokes, giving little kids slices of baloney or American cheese, patient with fussy old ladies.

Babe argued with Sal all the time about letting him become a butcher and taking over Freedom Meats when his old man retired. But Rory’d heard Sal bellow at Babe, “Sal Russo’s son will never go home with blood and sawdust on his shoes! Unnerstand? Never! I busted my hump twenny-seven years building this business so you wouldn’t have to bust yours. You’re going to college! To be a lawyer. Maybe work down Wall Street. Class! Now you go home and study till your eyes crack because Sal Russo’s son will never go home with blood and sawdust on his shoes!”

Rory knew something else. Sal didn’t want his kid taking over a sinking ship. He told friends all the time that the end of the mom-and-pop shop was coming fast. Sal had started out with a mom-and-pop shop in the 1940s, expanded to a chain of six Freedom Meats stores in the boom years after World War II, and in the last seven years every one but this one, his first, his flagship, had been closed in different Brooklyn neighborhoods because of the arrival of supermarkets. He was back to one mom-and-pop shop.

And last month a Bohack supermarket opened just two blocks away from Freedom Meats, on Sixth Street and Seventh Avenue. And Rory had heard Sal talking to his quiet brother and one-third partner, Tony, that they were in for the fight of their lives. “We can’t compete with Bohack’s quantity,” Sal said. “So the only thing we can do is give the customer the quality a supermarket can never give. And pray.”

“Tell your father I’ll be in as soon as I go home and change,” Rory told Babe.

“Ya want, I can tell him I never seen ya, too,” Babe said. “It’s like a bad day for the Irish, no?”

Rory shrugged and said, “I could use the OT for the holidays.”

“You have to work on a day like this?” Carol asked.

“Thanksgiving rush,” Rory said. “Gotta unload like five-hundred turkeys …”

“He’s a good kid, the Champ, irregardless what everyone says about him,” Babe said, echoing his old man, and talking like he was somehow much older. Rory didn’t think Babe meant to be patronizing. Babe just adored his father so much that he aped all of Sal’s speech patterns and mannerisms. The good ones and the bad. It didn’t help matters, though, for him to be calling Rory “kid” in front of Carol, who’d just learned he was a fourteen-year-old sophomore.

“You need a ride home, sweetie?” Babe asked Carol.

“No, I’m okay, thanks,” she said, shivering and glancing at Rory, her eyes still radish-red and smudged from tears shed for the dead president.

Rory’s palms began to sweat again. He thought of asking her if he could walk her home, but she was older than him and he was afraid his nervous voice would come out high-pitched and that she would reject him and then Babe would break his balls about it until the end of time.

Babe threw the car into park in an elaborate flourish and opened the heavy door and walked around the car to the sidewalk, fastening his camel-hair coat. Just like Frank Nitti. All he was missing was a white ascot. Instead, Babe wore a V-neck mohair sweater underneath so you could see the black chest hair and the little gold chain with the crucifix that Rory knew his mother had given him before she died of the big casino from chain-smoking Hit Parade cigarettes. Rory knew that Babe bought all his vines from Belmont’s down on Fifth Avenue. Sometimes Sal ordered stuff for him, too, from Mr. Levitsky, the little Jewish doorto door tailor who came around Freedom Meats with catalogues, samples, and a measuring tape. Top-shelf stuff, too, Banlons, knits, tweeds, wools, mohairs, blends, silks. All imports.

The horseshoe taps on Babe’s Florsheim Featherweights clacked on the pebbled-cement sidewalk as he approached Carol. He was six inches taller than Carol and smiled a perfect row of white teeth that Rory always thought looked like Liberace’s keyboard.

He opened the passenger door of the Riviera. Sir Walter Raleigh, circa 1963, Rory thought.

“C’mon, hon, I won’t bite if you don’t,” he said. “It’s a cold, sad day. Lemme take you home to clean yourself up nice.”

Carol looked at Rory, as if expecting him to offer an alternative. He looked at older Carol and then at Babe, handsome, older, who already shaved and had chest hair and wore Belmont’s clothes, Florsheims, and drove a brand-new Riviera, and lived in a big fancy house while his father had a new one built in Staten Island from the ground up. Rory felt self-conscious of the peach fuzz on his face, his un-boss Mr. Gutter thick-soled Boy Scout-style shoes, the John’s Bargain Store sweater, and the old ski jacket.

There was nothing to say. He nodded.

Carol shivered and shrugged, looked at Rory.

“See ya,” she said.

Rory said, “Bye.”

“I know your last name is Maguire,” she said. “What’s your first name, anyway?”

“Rory … Rory Maguire.”

“As in Rory Calhoun, the movie star?”

He nodded and said, “I was Rory before anyone ever heard of Rory Calhoun. Like I said, my mom’s Irish, from the other side.”

“I like that,” Carol said. “Rory. It’s different. I like different.” He wanted to tell her he liked her, too. Liked her so much she kept him awake nights trying to find her face in the cracked plaster of the ceiling.

“Thanks. I like your name, too.”

“Bye, Rory.”

“Bye.”

Carol kept looking at him as she climbed into the front seat of the Riviera. Babe shut the door. Her face was obscured by the frosted window. As Babe walked to the driver’s door Carol wiped a little patch of the frost from the window and looked out at Rory. Bewildered.

As the car pulled away down Seventh Avenue, Rory smacked his own face. The president was dead and on the same day he blew a chance of walking home the girl of his dreams.

“Goddamnit!” Rory said, and walked with great reluctance toward home.
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“It’ll be a miserable Christmas,” someone said. Everywhere Rory looked, women cried.

He knew his mother would be weeping so he was in no hurry to see her. He loved her too much to see her so sad. In a doorway on Sixth Street he saw two women embracing, heads on one another’s shoulders, weeping. He recognized them as mother and daughter. Four women stood with full shopping carts in the doorway of Bohack supermarket, under the red, white, and blue bunting and flapping pennants of the grand opening, sharing Kleenex.

“It musta been the commies,” said one.

“Aye, maybe, but I never trusted that LBJ fella,” said another with a Dublin accent. “Something about them Dumbo-y ears.”

“We’ll never see another Catholic in the White House in our lifetime, sure,” said a third, blessing herself and kissing a pewter medal of the Sacred Heart of Jesus she wore around her neck. “I bet it was a Protestant SOB shot him. Mark my words. No Catholic would kill our Jack.”

“Will yiz all be at the special mass tonight, sure yiz will?” asked and answered the fourth, her Irish accent thick and more like his mother’s friends from Belfast.

The others said of course and kept wiping tears, and Rory kept hearing “Our Jack, Our Jack.”

“Did everyone get their turkey coup-ins?” asked the northern Irish woman. “Buy thirty-five dollars of messages and get a free turkey, Butterball like on the telly, no less, come Thanksgiving. All right, wha’?”

“Aye,” said one of the others. “But that’ll be the only thing to give thanks for this durty oul year after what they done to our Jack. It’ll hardly be Christmas at all.”

Rory stared through the window into the packed store. Nothing, not even an assassination, could keep the women out of the new supermarket with their coupons clipped from the Daily News. Even men stood on line, stacking cases of on-sale Piels beer, as if preparing to drown the sorrow of the dark day late into the Friday night. Rory swallowed hard. He knew the more crowded Bohack was, the grumpier Sal Russo would be at work in Freedom Meats.

He hurried along Seventh Avenue, passing saloons with names like Fitzgerald’s, Rafferty’s, Quigley’s, Gallagher’s, the frosted windows all shining with muted green neon shamrock beer signs advertising Rheingold, Schaefer, Budweiser, Ruppert’s, Piels. Rory peeked through each window where all the men gazed at television sets carrying coverage of John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s murder.

A beat cop named Coyle stared into the window of Benson’s TV store, watching a somber Walter Cronkite mouth words as footage of John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s inauguration played on the TV. Rory could lip-read the words he already knew by heart: “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.” Coyle the cop’s eyes were wide and lost and wet. Rory stopped for a moment. The cop glanced at him. “Get a haircut, Maguire,” he said, and looked back at the TV like a man at a private wake. Rory said nothing.

He kept walking toward his tenement between Eleventh and Twelfth Streets, but dreaded seeing his mother. She already lived with so much disappointment that Rory hated the idea of seeing her also grieving for JFK. She thought of him as family and the beacon of better days ahead. Our Jack. Now he was dead.

They killed a part of her, too, Rory thought.

Then he thought about Carol, about what a stooge he’d been standing there like the wooden Indian in front of UNeed a-Cigar on Ninth and Fifth. Was she hinting she wanted me to walk her home? he wondered. Why couldn’t I get those stupid words out of my mouth? How can I expect to be a sportswriter and do interviews with Mickey Mantle and Sonny Liston and Sandy Koufax if I’m afraid to ask a fifteenyear old girl if I can walk her home from school? I wasn’t afraid of punching fat Minogue in the face but I was afraid of asking Carol if I could carry her books. What a boob, what a doofus, what a quiff.

He stopped in front of Freedom Meats on the corner of Eighth Street. Sal and his brothers Tony and Nunzio (whom everyone called Noonz) stood behind the gleaming showcase. Two customers stood in the sawdust facing the counter. Everyone else is either home crying or in Bohack, Rory thought. Or getting loaded in the saloons.

Rory popped his head in the door. The butchers looked up. The radio was giving updates on the assassination.
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