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one

   Chapter one. I am born. Been used already? Well, I
guess that these are the best of times and the worst of
times.

   This is all you need to know right now. I was born in
New York City. Virtually from birth, I was immersed in the
two activities that have stayed with me throughout my life:
jazz and baseball. Regardless of whatever passions, long-term
or of the moment, I have acquired, these two will always be my
core of delights. In fact, if you add movies, food, reading, and
sex, I'll be over in twenty minutes.

   I was a conscientious objector during Vietnam, or at
least I tried to be. ("Look what they did to Lew Ayres," my
mother bawled. "Look what they did to Glenn Miller," I
riposted.) Early in the war, they rewarded unpopular moral
convictions by drafting you immediately and shipping you to a
combat unit. My case was on appeal, and I was actually
scheduled to be sent to 'Nam. In the nick of time, the courts
permitted me to do noncombat service. I requested the medical
corps. They made me an MP. So, I spent my service time
policing drunk, stoned, and otherwise rowdy GIs in Germany
and the Philippines. It was during this time that I learned about
self-defense, weapons, police procedure, and a bit of karate
from a deranged Okinawan fisherman whose near-lifeless
body I pulled from a sump in Manila. He is a book in
himself.

   After I got out, I got myself together by hitch-hiking
around upstate New York, New England, and Pennsylvania,
watching minor-league ball in places like Scranton, Pawtucket,
and Rochester. I read constantly, and pored through all of
Sherlock Holmes and Raymond Chandler. I returned to the
city, enrolled in a community college, and worked nights as a
waiter.

   I had a brief fling as a stand-up comic. This is the
hardest job in the world, after things like brain surgeon. Think
you're a funny guy?-All your friends think so? Well, try getting
up in front of a roomful of strangers who couldn't care less if
you immolated yourself. If you aren't funny for three minutes
with your buddies, no big deal. If you aren't funny for three
minutes with the savages who frequent nightclubs, they throw
furniture at you.

   One night, at the restaurant where I worked, I got into
a fistfight with an obnoxious customer and got canned. The
next day I quit school, and on a whim, I applied for a Private
Investigator's license. All that Raymond Chandler, don't you
know.

   I have an office in a quaking ruin of a building on East
14th Street, the northern border of hip squalor. North lies
money and prestige. South lies tenements, hipsters, ethnics,
and the yeast of urban ferment until you get to Wall Street, and
the yuppie havens of Southport. I am certain that my landlady
sneaks by the building every night to remove the
CONDEMNED sign.

   There are two floors of offices, four on each floor. Three
are vacant. The offices sit atop a large store run by a
Guatemalan refugee. The store is one of those places that has
been going out of business for about six years. It sells
everything from mattresses to plastic vomit.

   The building also houses two lesbian psychics in
separate offices. They fight each other for clientele every day,
and sleep together every night. Talk about cozying up to the
competition.

   There is a marriage broker (Feinbaum's Love Link) in
another office who has solved the problem of how to deal with
baldness by painting the top of his head black. No kidding.
When he takes off his glasses, you can see that he has painted
the image of eyeglass frames on his face. I am waiting to see
what happens if his nose falls off.

   As a private investigator, most of my work is extremely
boring. Sometimes, I simply go through court records, or real
estate records for my clients. Other times, I stake out buildings
and carefully note who enters and leaves. I get to serve a lot of
court papers.

   The work often involves providing bodyguards on an
as-needed basis. I do most of this myself, but I have a list of
dependable muscle I can use for the big or dangerous jobs. I
am not a daredevil.

   Sometimes, the work is spotty. I usually have a fund I
can live off of during tough times, especially if I am frugal.

   I won't take divorce cases. I know how messy they can
be, and I am not the type to burst into motel rooms with
Polaroid cameras. This cuts down my income considerably, but
there have to be some standards, after all. Besides, the
interesting cases make up for all the boredom and occasional
lack of income.
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   The ex-wife came by the other day. It had been a while.
I'll always love her for marrying me and for divorcing me
when I needed it. The other day, I remembered why.

   She was wearing one of her killer outfits from
Bloomingdale's, or Neiman's or somewhere, that cost the
equivalent of Mississippi's annual education budget. A tan
suede skirt, tight at the hips and flaring, to accentuate her best
feature and mask her worst. An electric blue silk blouse that
picked up the eyeshadow over her tawny eyes, under a tweed
jacket that got the eyes. Brown hair loose and flowing, parted
in the middle. No other makeup but the eyeshadow. Her boots
were glove-soft kidskin in dark brown, that clung to her
chunky calves.

   She was healthy, and rested, and the remains of a
recent tan caressed her face. She looked just a few bucks short
of a million, but in gold-standard dollars. Then she opened her
mouth.

   "Christ, you look like an unmade bed."

   "Dorothy Parker describing Maxwell Bodenheim.
Unlike your current spate of boyfriends, I read books. They
move their lips watching television. You, on the other hand,
look great, but beauty is as beauty does."

   "Fran Lebowitz. I guess I read the same books, and
some people think I'm nice."

   "Some people think a man is made out of mud."

   "Tennessee Ernie Ford!" we said at the same time,
pointing at each other. We laughed.

   "Seriously, Lenny, this place looks like you've been
raising hogs. Why can't you get your act together?"

   "Look, Sue, I'll always love you, and you are not wrong
about this place. I'd like to tell you that I've had important
things on my mind, but you wouldn't believe me. You've never
understood why what I think is important is important.
Capisce?"

   "Can you be a little vaguer than that? There was almost
some information in that collection of random sounds. So,
bubbe, what's on your tiny mind these days?"

   "God, what a snotnose. If I hadn't gotten you out of
your house, your father would eventually have flayed the flesh
off you. I remember your shrieking matches with your sister. I
can't remember what I found more impressive: your eternally
fresh supply of creative obscenity, her psychological abuse, or
that the sound of your voices caused every automatic garage
door in the neighborhood to open."

   "My sister's mental apparatus qualifies as a blunt
instrument."

   "Yeah, and I suppose calling someone a 'purulent
vaginal discharge' qualifies as rapier-like wit. By the way, how
is she doing?"

   She sighed. "Her poor fucking schlump of a husband
has to work his ass off while she refuses to work because she's
an artist and must seek self-fulfillment humping her bi-sexual
pottery instructor. He claims to be straight, but I doubt that he
would have much luck keeping a rectal thermometer in place.
What he sees in her is anybody's guess, unless it helps him
appreciate men more."

   "Poor Artie. He was such a sweet kid when they got
married. I guess nobody ever told him that you don't have to
marry the first girl that you sleep with. So, what brings you
here, anyway? Not that I'm not thrilled to see you."

   "Lenny, I'm frankly tired of seeing men for their
genitalia alone. You really are a dear, and you always made me
feel good in bed. Besides, no one amuses and provokes me like
you, least of all the baloney ponies I've been screwing
lately."

   "So, you're here because I've got a small dick and I
inspire you to new peaks of sarcasm. Damn, you can turn a
boy's head."

   "Don't be a schmuck. Take off my expensive clothes
and make love with me."

   Afterward, we lounged in the rumpled bed, leisurely
smoking grass and drinking cheap wine. She passed me the
roach, and said, "My God, it's been a long time. Has your
pecker always been that small?"

   "No, I had cosmetic surgery. Have your legs always
looked like a Chippendale sofa? All you need is a wooden bail
under each foot."

   "Never mind my poor legs, you bastard. Didn't your
mother teach you that it's not nice to make fun of the
afflicted?"

   "Maybe you can convince Jerry Lewis to run a telethon
for your leg condition."

   "You weren't complaining a few minutes ago when
they were wrapped around your ears, mo-fo."

   "They say you are what you eat."

   Sue groaned. "Of all the things you are, and their
names are legion, a pussy is not one of them. I actually have
some respect for you as a person. Shit, I'd worship the ground
you walk on, if you lived in a better neighborhood."

   I snickered. "What have you been doing, taking holy
communion at the Algonquin Hotel? You know, he said,
musing aloud, I have often felt that you and I are out of synch
with our time. We would have been far better off cracking wise
with Benchley and Kauffman, and drinking ersatz scotch. No
one appreciates this kind of stuff any more, and you are really
funny and vicious. I like to think that I can keep up with
you."

   "As long as we're high and speaking truth, I was just a
small-timer until I met you. You showed me the value of a
truly literate insult. I never heard of Dorothy Parker and Anita
Loos before I met you. My gratitude is eternal. Let's do it again.
Maybe twice with a tool like yours is the ticket."

   Later, we went out for knishes at Yonah Shimmel's. We
decided to see each other again. I knew it would likely not
work out. But she was fun, and she considered intercourse a
creative outlet.

   Besides, I will always love her.
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   I guess I should tell you something about myself, but I
don't like to talk about myself for several reasons, most of
which I don't like to talk about. My personal history is hard
enough for me to work through and make sense of. Trying to
describe it is somewhat embarrassing for me, let alone to justify
or rationalize it to strangers. On the other hand, I want to be a
writer, and most of what I want to write about is based on my
personal history. A conundrum, ness pah?

   People call me Lenny Schneider. This is a lie. I find it
easier to write about myself if I don't use my real name. So, I
have appropriated Lenny Schneider. The really hip will know
the significance of this name. It won't really matter for the rest.
Call me Lenny Schneider.

   You also know that I have an ex-wife named Sue, who
is far too bright for her own good. She has educated herself
beyond her capacity to understand. Books are not experience.
Or, maybe she needs different books. She is probably reading
deSade these days. God forbid she ever runs into
Kraft-Ebbing.

   We were married for a short time. I was young, she
was younger. She once told me, "If we get married, we never
have to worry about a date for New Year's Eve." Once she
discovered that she was free from her parents, her siblings, and
her responsibilities, freedom from me was next. She walked
out on me the day before my twenty-third birthday.

   She has been in and out of my life ever since. Our
relationship ebbs and flows with her moods, which are directly
related to what she is reading and/or whom she is screwing. I
shudder to recall her Khalil Gibran period and her biker phase.
Most of all, I recall with terror that time she was reading H. P.
Lovecraft and sleeping with a sometime off-Broadway actor
who supported himself euthanizing stray animals for the city,
and piqued his flagging lust with golden showers. Don't
ask.
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  My light schedule permitting, I decided to take a
  half-day, or so, and ankle around the neighborhood. Years ago, I
had moved to that section of the lower east side which had
been dubbed the "East Village" by greedy real-estate types to
lure unsuspecting dolts yearning to breathe hip. My own
thought at the time was that the area was free of the major
worry of all New York neighborhoods: going downhill. This
place, a Major League slum, could never get worse.

   Who says I'm not naive? I never anticipated crack,
AIDS, Uzis, and the return of the fighting gangs.

   The street I live on is roughly divided by a north-south
axis. East of this line is an established community of Latinos,
overcrowded and angry. West of the line is a diminishing
group of old-line residents, mostly Ukrainians, and a
burgeoning of Asians of various nationalities provoking the
Ukis. Harmoniousness prevails amongst the groups, as each
hates the other passionately. Each group is in complete
agreement with the next about the slanders repeated of the
others.

   The Orientals eye me suspiciously. The Latinos eye me
contemptuously. The Ukrainians avert their gazes, muttering
ancient curses. The melting pot in action. Sometimes I think
about moving to Iceland, where everyone looks alike, has the
same names, and the only problems are vicious weather,
alcoholism, and suicide.

   I exited from my apartment building, looking left
toward the East River, and right toward Avenue A. It was
remarkably clear for a late morning in late summer, the
grayish-brown miasma having retreated to about sixth story
level. Maybe it was the early morning rain that had made it so
fresh. Whatever, it was a tonic for the soul.

   I headed west, toward the subway, avoiding puddles
as I went. I never step in puddles in New York. They are as
likely to be piss or blood as water, and the water is nothing to
trust.

   Before I got a block, I was braced by a large man in a
ragged suit. He was not quite the size of a Clydesdale. His nose
was spread over his ruined pug's face. His single eyebrow was
split by a fine white scar. One ear was twice the minimum
daily requirement of cauliflower, and the other was
half-missing in action. If this guy's face were a road, 4-wheel drive
couldn't hack it. I expected a panhandler. I didn't expect an
expert blow to the solar plexus.

   I can defend myself pretty well and this galoot was not
too fast. But the gut-punch winded me and hurt very
effectively. So I back-pedaled, flying to retain my balance.

   I found my feet, sucked in a painful breath, and
smashed the son of a bitch as hard as I could in the middle of
his chest. His piggy eyes widened, and he whooped in air. I
knew I had slowed him down. I reached into my pocket for a
black-taped roll of nickels I keep for these emergencies, and
cocked my fist.

   He lumbered toward me on instinct and I caught him
flush on the flattened schnozz with a punch that started
somewhere in Canarsie. I saw his eyes go out of focus. Then I
saw a red flash and a number of stars as something heavy
came down upon my head, like Maxwell's silver hammer. I
went down, not out, but not precisely conscious either.

   As I lay on the sidewalk, I dimly saw a greasy nerd,
horn-rim glasses held together at the bridge of the nose by a
flesh-colored Band-Aid. In his hand was the lid of a steel
55-gallon drum, with a head-shaped dent in it. He smiled a
snaggly smile, and spat on me.

   "You Jew fuck! You ruined my sister's life, and I'm
gonna ruin you."

   Given my state of mind, I had no clue what he was
talking about. I sure didn't recognize him. He gave a nod to his
companion, and the thug started to kick the living shit out of
me. As I writhed this way and that, I caught an occasional
glimpse of my neighbors, who were watching this with the
detached air of Olympic judges. I expected them to hold up
cards reading "9.6".

   Greaseball began a clenched-teeth commentary as his
friend attempted to put me through the uprights. The gist of it
was that I had somehow developed evidence that put his sister
in the slam. That the client I did it for was a fucking Jew
bastard, and that I fit the description as well. And that when
his friend was finished I would be eating gefilte fish through a
tube for the rest of my pain-wracked life.

   Suddenly, a cop car careened around the corner, and
the two toughs took off through a nearby alley. This is one time
I was happy to see the heat.

   They checked me out, and called for an ambulance. I
assured them that I had no idea who had done this, but it
seemed to be a grudge.

   The ambulance crew arrived, gave me a quick look- see
in the vehicle, and decided that I was not damaged enough to
waste more of their time, or a hospital bed.

   The uniforms asked questions of my neighbors, none of
whom had seen anything. Natch. However, one elderly
woman, the person who had called them, corroborated my
account and description of the miscreants.

   She was tired, she said, of the senseless violence. I told
her that I was ill-disposed toward it my own self, more so of
late. She said that she had been living in the area for sixty-eight
years, and that she was fed up. She was moving to Cleveland
to live with her married daughter and son-in-law. I mused over
our degraded era, when people move to Cleveland to improve
their surroundings.

   I thanked her profusely, assured her that I was alive
only because of her kindness and public spirit, and lamented a
situation that drove good people like her away. The crowd
dispersed, the cops wrote down a few things and left, and the
old woman shook her fist at the sky.

   I spent the rest of the afternoon in Dirty Ernie's
drinking draft ale. Since I had been battered, I reasoned, I
might as well get fried. About three o'clock, I remembered a
year-old job where I discovered that a mousy accountant was
embezzling his boss blind, but was too clever to be detected.
He was chipping on his mousier wife with a hot number whose
demands can best be described as extravagant.

   As it developed, the chippie was using the money that
Mousy gave her to support a coke habit, and a heroin habit for
her horse-faced boyfriend, and her kid brother. Once the trail
led to a junkie, a night in a cell without smack usually
produced whatever data were needed. The boyfriend's face
was not all that was horsy. A cop who strip-searched the creep
swore to me that the guy's schlong was easy fifteen inches
limp. I couldn't remember anyone's name.

   After another mug of Bass, I wondered if Sue knew
Horsy. I was certain I had just made the acquaintance of the
kid brother. After yet another ale, I slipped off the stool, and
Ernie allowed as how I might want to go home and freshen
up.
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   The next day, I schlepped to the office. I really didn't
want to be there, feeling a bit tender across my entire body, but
Rifke "Genghis" Cohen, my landlady, would shortly be around
for the rent, and I was in my usual arrears. I was hoping that
some poor fool would require the services of a truly first-rate
investigator, but had stumbled into my office instead.

   The concierge (really, the superintendent) had slipped
a note under my door informing me that a man named Lou
Goffin had stopped by yesterday while I was out having my
pummeling. He had been referred by Sister Mary Louise. That
woman would vouch for it if I claimed I could walk on water,
in spite of the fact that that trick was registered in her boss's
name. I must remember to send her a thank-you, and a bottle
of Bordeaux. My number-one fun nun.

   I called the answering service. A new guy whose voice
could remove barnacles informed me that I had seven phone
calls, three from Goffin, and four from Genghis demanding the
rent. This was serious. I called Goffin.

   "Thanks for calling back, Mr. Schneider. I really need to
see you."

   "Can you give me some idea of the nature of your
problem?"

   "It's better if I see you face to face. Should I come over
there?" He sounded upset.

   "No, Mr. Goffin, I'll come to you. That way I don't have
to face my landlady."

   Goffin gave me an address in the West 20s, over near
the Fashion Institute. As I headed for the stairs, I recognized
the fell sloosh-sloosh of Rifke Cohen's dilapidated house
slippers dragging on the cheap linoleum. Correcting my course
180 degrees, I made it to the fire exit just as her stained
housedress hove into view at the corner of the hallway.

   What would Raskolnikov do in a situation like this?
Nah. Out the fire door. Gone like a cool breeze.
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   Goffin worked in a millinery factory. Ladies' hats, don't
you know. This part of the Garment Center had a bunch of
hatmakers, and was abutted by the wholesale flower district. In
case you think this is pleasant, you have never smelled unsold
flowers rotting on the streets by the metric ton.

   Goffin's company was in a typical loft. It was old, dirty,
noisy with the sound of sewing machines and other industrial
clangor. The air was a potpourri of particles, the healthiest of
which was filth. The receptionist's cubicle was glass on three
sides and a desk in front. I hoped the little Puerto Rican
receptionist never had to scratch herself or adjust her
underwear.

   She showed me to Goffin's desk, in one of a line of
offices surrounding the work floor, a chaos of machines,
wheeled bins, crates, and sweating humans of various minority
backgrounds. When we got to Goffin's office, he was being
harangued by a cliché fat, bald guy smoking a fat cigar.
It must have been a good one, because it stank like he was
burning his socks. Cheap cigars all smell good. Who says the
poor have it rough? Anyway, I always found cigar smoking
gross.

   I cleared my throat. Fat Cigar gave me a look, and
concluded his rant, obviously disturbed that he was unable to
unfurl it to its full glory. When he turned on his heel, Goffin
gave me a sick little smile and shrugged.

   "Sorry, Mr. Schneider. Mr. Lefkowitz has been upset by
my work lately. I'm afraid that my concentration hasn't been
what it used to be."

   "Ah, well," I said sympathetically, "we all get
older."

   "No, no. My mind's as sharp as it ever was, but I've
been very distracted since..." He looked around. "Come with
me."

   Goffin arose. He was a compact little man about sixty,
well dressed, but careless. His lunch, which was probably
linguine marinara if his shirt and tie could be believed, was
scattered on his clothing and exuded from his person.

   He escorted me to a supply room, filled with what are
called findings, little doo-dads like velvet bows and sequined
what-nots that are stuck to hats. There were boxes and boxes of
them stuffed into splintery wooden shelves. In the back of
some shelves were ancient findings of great archeological
significance, like if Alexander the Great had been a milliner he
would have used them. They were at least six months old.
God, the public is fickle.

   Goffin interrupted this reverie by putting his garlicky
mouth up to my ear, passing my unsuspecting nose in the
process.

   "Mr. Schneider, my uncle, Solomon Vishniac is, or
could be, in a lot of trouble. Sister Mary Louise is an old, dear
friend from Brooklyn, and she gave me your number."

   Goffin chuckled, and the vapors from his lunch
changed the color of my tie. "Yeah, I remember her from public
school days, when she was Sheilah Rafferty. We graduated
high school together. I had such a crush on her!"

   He was right. Even umpty-ump years in the God biz
had failed to wear away her Irish beauty and spitfire temper.
Thank God she liked me.

   "So Sheen, I mean the Sister..."

   "Sheen?" I interrupted.

   "Yeah, like Sheena, Queen of the Jungle. That was her
favorite comic strip. She even watched the TV show. She
wanted to be Sheena."

   I made a mental note to bring this up the next time we
got sloppy drunk together. I said, "Forgive me, Mr. Goffin, but
what does this have to do with Uncle Shloimy?"

   He laughed. "That's just what we call him, only not to
his face. He's not a fun guy, as the kids say. My mother, may
she rest in peace, remembered him as a killer-diller, always
with the jokes. When he came here after the war, he was bitter
and silent. My God, he was nearly dead."

   He leaned toward me conspiratorially, and I
instinctively recoiled. He didn't notice.

   "Mr. Schneider, I don't know if you are Jewish, but
Uncle Solomon spent at least a year in Auschwitz
concentration camp. You're aware that that changed people for
good. My mother and her kid sister were sent here in the late
1930s, just before it got really bad. Solomon and my
grandparents stayed behind, not only because they didn't
anticipate what was to come, but because there was a business
to run, and Solomon was in university.
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