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I began the saga of Isaac Sidel in 1973 . . . only the saga wasn’t about Sidel. Isaac was a minor character in his own series. Blue Eyes (1975) was devoted to a blond detective, Manfred Coen, who was Isaac’s adjutant. He was modeled on my older brother, Harvey Charyn, who didn’t have blue eyes, but did have Coen’s penchant for silence. Harve was a homicide detective in the NYPD. We both grew up on the mean streets of the South Bronx. Harve was my survival kit. Gang leaders left me alone because they didn’t want to tangle with my brother, not because he lifted weights and had biceps as big as ostrich eggs. That wouldn’t have mattered much to the Cherokees or the Minford Place Maulers. What mattered to them was that Harve didn’t have a pinch of fear in his brown eyes. He would have taken on every member of the Maulers, one by one, each with his zip gun and South Bronx claw—a hammer with a spike attached to its head with a battalion of rubber bands.


And so I led a charmed life, and was never scalped or bruised by a makeshift tomahawk. Harve was the artist in the family and a great reader of books. But he didn’t get into Manhattan’s celebrated High School of Music and Art; he had to loiter around at some lowly trade school, where he didn’t have a whiff of Picasso or Cézanne, and studied industrial design instead. But I had all the cunning of a billy goat. I got into Music and Art, where I was introduced to middle-class culture and buxom girls from Central Park West. And later, while I studied Russian lit at Columbia College, Harve soldiered in Alaska, having to drive heavy-duty trucks on long hauls. I never touched a rifle, a bayonet, or a ten-ton truck. My prize possession was a bookcase that housed my collection of Modern Library classics. I was already hooked, a rabbinical monk who believed in the holiness of the written word.


I lived in a closet in Washington Heights, tacking pages together until I published my first novel in 1964. Meanwhile, Harve got married and became a cop, and I taught contemporary lit at Stanford, published a book of stories and five more novels, each one with less sales than the last—my life as a writer had become one great vanishing act.


So I went to Harve. He was a Mafia expert, stationed in the wild lands of Brooklyn, and I wanted to resurrect myself as a crime novelist. Hammett had the Pinkertons, and I had Harve. I tried to cannibalize him and his little band of detectives, learn their lingo. I traveled with them in their unmarked cars, listening to their hatred of the street—everyone outside their own orbit was either a “mook,” a “glom,” or a “skel.” They weren’t much like the warriors I imagined detectives to be: they were civil servants with a gun, obsessed about the day of their retirement. I sat with Harve in his station house, saw the cages where all the bad guys were kept. I visited the back rooms where cops would sleep after a midnight tour. I was Charyn’s kid brother, the scribbler, and radio dispatchers flirted with both of us.


My brother drove me to the Brooklyn morgue since I needed to look at dead bodies for my novel. The morgue attendant took me and Harve around. All the dead men looked like Indians. Their skin had turned to bark. I distanced myself from the corpses, pretended I was touring some carnival with refrigerated shelves. It was Harve who sucked Life Savers and seemed pale. I was only a stinking voyeur in the house of the dead.


But I had the beginnings of a crime novel. I chose my hero, Blue Eyes, aka Shotgun Coen, who raced into battle with a shotgun in a shopping bag. I made him a graduate of Music and Art, as if I was grafting my own life onto Harve’s. Coen had all the sadness of the South Bronx, that brittle landscape of long silences. Coen was divorced, like me. He worked for Sidel, a volatile chief in the first deputy commissioner’s office, known as Isaac the Brave. Isaac had gone undercover, disgraced himself, joined the Guzmanns, a tribe of Peruvian pimps, with their headquarters in a candy store on Boston Road, in the heartland of the Bronx. And Manfred was left out in the cold. Isaac could no longer protect him. Coen had also committed a sin. He fell in love with Isaac’s voluptuous daughter, Marilyn the Wild. And Isaac was filled with an ungovernable jealous rage. Blindly, he maneuvered to get Coen killed. Manfred dies in the middle of his own novel, and the rest of the story unravels, as Isaac pounces on the Peruvian pimps and redeems himself. He’s some kind of a villain in our first encounter.


I didn’t realize that there would be a second. But I had to continue the tale and get to the fundament of Isaac’s feud with Coen. Hence, I wrote Marilyn the Wild (1976), a prequel to my first crime novel. I figured my job was done. But that very year I got a phone call from movie star Richard Harris.


“Do ya know who I am?” he asked.


“Do I not?” I answered, trying to imitate his Irish brogue.


I loved Richard Harris in This Sporting Life (1963), where he’s an oddly poetic brute of a rugby star fresh out of the coal mines. Harris himself had played rugby at school in Ireland, and one could feel the pinpoints of tension in his body. He was the closest anyone would ever get to Marlon Brando’s subversive charm on the screen.


He adored Blue Eyes, he said. And he wanted me to create another character like Manfred Coen, a brooding Irish version of him. I sat with a galaxy of lawyers in a glass tower on West 57th Street to iron out the details of my “indenture” to Richard Harris. Who would own the character I created, particularly if I wanted that same character to appear in one of my own novels?


Harris flew in from Hollywood. We were scheduled to meet for breakfast at the Palm Court in the Plaza Hotel. I arrived first. I’d never seen such opulence—palm trees and exotic plants and a vaulted skylight—in the middle of Manhattan. Harris arrived a few minutes later in his bare feet and filthy white pants. Who would have reprimanded him for violating the Palm Court’s dress code? Whatever rules the Plaza had didn’t pertain to Richard Harris. My mind was on the prowl, and I immediately had the character I wanted to create: Patrick Silver, a barefoot Irish-Jewish janitor at a crumbling synagogue—Congregation Limerick—on Bethune Street, in Greenwich Village. Manfred Coen was long dead, but I would rekindle Isaac Sidel in this novel and his feud with the Guzmanns.


The first scene of The Education of Patrick Silver (1976) takes place in the lobby of the Plaza Hotel, with a barefoot Patrick Silver guarding one of the Guzmanns. The novel has its own surreal flavor, a noir Alice in Wonderland, with Patrick as my Mad Hatter. With Richard Harris in mind, I wrote and wrote. Of course, my novel was in want of the usual fabric for a Hollywood film. It would have needed the madcap metaphysics of someone like Quentin Tarantino, and Tarantino was thirteen years old at the time.


Harris would never get to play Patrick Silver. But Sidel was back with a vengeance, still a somewhat shadowy figure, cursed with a tapeworm after the death of Manfred Coen. And then, in 1978, he would have a novel all his own, Secret Isaac, where he makes a magical trip to Dublin to commune with James Joyce’s ghost and meet with Dermott Bride, an Irish-American gangster exiled at the Shelbourne Hotel. Isaac himself may have unwittingly launched Dermott’s career. He’s risen in the ranks, with his tapeworm, and is now the first deputy commissioner of the NYPD.


Sidel must have fallen out of mind, since I abandoned the series for twelve years. I didn’t publish The Good Policeman until after I had moved to Paris in 1989. What was a wild child from the South Bronx doing near all the mythic cafés along the Boulevard Montparnasse? Even as a small boy, I’d loved the idea of Paris, with its one recognizable totem, the Eiffel Tower. At junior high, while all my classmates chose Spanish as a foreign language, I studied French with a few other misfits and stragglers. My French teacher, Mrs. Maniello, kept repeating how lucky we were. She herself was an incurable Francophile. She would tell us tales about Fantômas, the king of crime, a hero of French fiction who was the wickedest man alive. Fantômas rode across the rooftops of Paris, leaving a pile of corpses in his wake. He used all the tricks of a detective to capture his prey. Fantômas murdered at will. He had a daughter, Hélène, who was his one mark of vulnerability. And I wondered if part of the inspiration for Isaac Sidel had somehow risen out of Mrs. Maniello’s class. Sidel wasn’t evil per se. But he did use many of Fantômas’ tricks. He wore disguises and got rid of his enemies one by one. And he had his own Hélène—Marilyn the Wild.


No matter. I moved to Paris. But I was in the middle of an identity crisis, like some Candide stunned by a stick, or perhaps a French Pinocchio adrift without his puppeteer. I walked around in a daze, with a kind of residual terror. The apartment I had rented was as schizoid as I was. Its front rooms faced one of Paris’ ugliest and busiest boulevards, the Avenue du Maine, while the kitchen and bathroom overlooked the Montparnasse Cemetery. It was strangely soothing to stare at that green graveyard while I was on the pot. But my own writer’s engine was impaired. I couldn’t traverse the least imaginative landscape. Previously, I’d written novels about Wild Bill Hickok, FDR, and Rags Ragland, a maverick fictional third baseman who was tossed off the Boston Red Sox, banned from baseball, and had to play in the Negro Leagues. My mind had been voyaging for twenty-five years, moving from target to target, and then it all stopped. I couldn’t commune with my own creative ghosts and gods. I’d start a novel, and would have to abandon it after several tries to sculpt a décor. I’d lost touch with my own language. I worried that I’d start dreaming in French. Yet there was one subject I could still write about—New York, one landscape I could still traverse, one décor that was mine. And so I returned to my very own Fantômas, Isaac Sidel, and wrote Maria’s Girls (1992). Isaac was now police commissioner, but the novel swirled around detectives from Sherwood Forest, as I dubbed the precinct in Central Park. I’d never realized there was such a precinct until I returned to Manhattan on a short trip and went on a pilgrimage to that mysterious police station. It made a lot of sense. Sherwood Forest was where the horses had once been stabled when there were horse patrols in the park. The precinct itself existed in its own time warp.


Meanwhile, comic actor Ron Silver had read The Good Policeman and wanted to play Isaac Sidel in a television series devoted to Sidel’s adventures and mishaps. And now I was involved in the warp of a television series as a writer-producer, which meant I had to remain in Manhattan for six months. Silver had been marvelous in Paul Mazursky’s adaptation of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s novel, Enemies: A Love Story (1989), where he plays Herman Broder, a Jewish refugee from Hitler’s Europe who’s involved in multiple love affairs. Broder had enormous, sad eyes that seemed to watch the world at a slant and suck up all our sympathy. And Silver was an excellent candidate for Sidel. He grew up on the Lower East Side, like Sidel, and his father was in the clothing business, like Joel Sidel, Issac’s errant dad. But Silver had grown a beard since he’d played Herman Broder, and must have seen himself as a seductive Mephistopheles. All that comic empathy was gone, and the beard seemed to camouflage his emotions and obscure those enormous eyes. He did look a little like Fantômas, but Sidel’s warmth and wackiness had disappeared.


“Ron,” I said, “you gotta shave off that fucking beard.”


“Why?” he asked, as if he were talking to a pet snake.


“Because it’s like wearing a mask.”


I told him how wonderful he’d been in Enemies: A Love Story.


“Terrific,” he said. “That movie lost millions.”


“It doesn’t matter. That guy in the film is Sidel.”


Ron kept his beard. The series about Sidel was canceled. I returned to France.


I continued my own series, novels devoted to Isaac Sidel and his rise from police commissioner to mayor of New York. He kept murdering bad guys as he built his own makeshift ladder of success.


I began teaching at the American University of Paris. I started a film department and felt comfortable around kids who were vagabonds like myself, commandos between two cultures. And when another vagabond, Quentin Tarantino, emerged as a filmmaker with Reservoir Dogs (1992) and Pulp Fiction (1994), I realized he was sculpting his own novels on the screen, just as I was directing my own films on the page, with jump cuts and words that were able to conjure up multiple décors. I had my cinematic language the way Tarantino had his. He was his own Alice, his own Mad Hatter; he could kill off a character in one scene and bring him back to life in the next. He was Glenn Gould playing with his eyes shut, Bobby Fischer dancing blindly with his back to the board. Perhaps I couldn’t reach the perfection of Pulp Fiction in my crime novels, but I wanted them to explode with an absolute sense of play.


I quit teaching in 2008 and returned to Manhattan. I felt like Candide venturing into a wilderness of words. A whole new language had been carved in my absence. It hurt the most whenever I watched a Knick game. I knew what “drop a dime” meant when it related to a snitch. But how did you “drop a dime” during a basketball game? And when I heard Knick announcers talk of “3-and-D” and “dead-ball rebound, ” I wondered if I was Rip Van Winkle or Methuselah. I had to gather in this new vocabulary, become my own “dead-ball rebound.” It didn’t hurt as much when I dug deep into the nineteenth century and wrote The Secret Life of Emily Dickinson (2010), or I Am Abraham (2014), a novel in Lincoln’s own voice, or when I slipped back into the 1980s to write Winter Warning, the ultimate encounter with Isaac Sidel, where he becomes, almost by accident, President of the United States.
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It’s the twelfth novel in a crime series that’s occupied my psyche, waking and dreaming, for over forty years. The series has a ripple effect that builds from book to book like a curious mosaic, but each of the novels can be read on its own. I didn’t provide a reader’s bible for Winter Warning. Blue Eyes is never mentioned. Isaac’s tapeworm has fled, but he feels like a character who’s in constant mourning. There’s a sadness that accompanies his every move. And I realized that the rhythm of the book, as in all the Sidel novels, grows out of the cosmic sadness of my childhood. I’d always been an outlier. I didn’t belong to Manhattan’s middle-class culture at Music and Art, or any culture at all. And perhaps that’s why Fantômas resonated so deeply when I was at junior high. He was a breaker of boundaries in that mask of his. Murder was a form of poetry to Fantômas. And his many disguises were like language itself—words could kill.


Yet Isaac was rabbinical, a profoundly moral man. He didn’t have a penny in his pockets. He wasn’t fueled by greed. He never uses the presidency for his own personal gain. Perhaps that’s why all the politicos in Winter Warning are scared to death of him. He can’t be bought and sold. He wears his Glock in the White House, like a frontier marshal on Pennsylvania Avenue.


He’s haunted by one man, Abraham Lincoln. Isaac doesn’t believe in Lincoln’s “better angels.” He’s been wrestling demons all his life. He prefers to have his Glock, even if it falls out of his pants and bumps along the carpets. But Lincoln was his own better angel, who held the fabric of the country together with the force of his beliefs. Lincoln also had a mad wife and a boy who died in the White House. Isaac’s wife abandoned him years ago and has become the queen of Florida real estate. And so Isaac shuffles across the White House residence in his shaggy slippers, with Lincoln’s ghost to keep him company. He doesn’t have Lincoln’s aura and never will. His own political party would like to stage a coup and get rid of him. His only allies are a Russian crime boss and a pair of Israeli fugitives. His first trip abroad is to a former death camp in the Czech Republic. But he doesn’t feel at home until he rides Marine One to Rikers Island and puts down a revolt among the inmates. He’s Don Quixote with a Glock rather than a lance. His own music has been inside my head ever since I can recall. If the world has darkened around him since he first appeared in Blue Eyes, he’s always been a noir character in a noir world, and always will be.




WINTER
 WARNING




PART ONE


[image: Images]


1


His honeymoon was over before it began. He didn’t even have his ninety days of wonder, that period of immortality granted all modern presidents, the good, the bad, and the mediocre. He’d swept his party back into power in what was soon known as the Slaughter of ’88, as he captured sixty-two percent of the popular vote on his credentials as a cop. People thought they’d elected a mayor-sheriff with a Glock in his pants, not Spinoza with a bald spot. They couldn’t seem to remember that he was a political philosopher as well as a sleuth and had once been called the Pink Commish.


Isaac Sidel wanted to eliminate poverty on his first day in office; he talked of subsidies for the disenfranchised. His top aides had to hem and haw. Finally they cleared their throats and hinted to Isaac that the disenfranchised hadn’t catapulted him into office and created a Democratic landslide, hadn’t cast a single vote.


“So what?” Sidel said. “It’s still a crying shame.”


He’d lost his hand-picked chief of staff, Brenda Brown, who was even more of a maverick than Sidel. She wanted the Big Guy to sidestep Congress and govern by presidential decree. Brenda was preparing executive orders that would have overturned rulings of the past three Republican presidents. But Brenda had a breakdown after a month, as she realized that the White House was a hornet’s nest of compromises, and she ran off with a summer intern, a voluptuous magna cum laude from Mount Holyoke—it was the first scandal of the Sidel administration.


The Democratic National Committee climbed on Isaac’s back and thrust Ramona Dazzle upon him, a Rhodes scholar who wouldn’t stray into uncharted waters at the White House. And soon Isaac began to suspect that his own party had planted a spy in the West Wing; where once he’d had a tapeworm he now had a dybbuk, who gobbled his intestines piece by piece. Ramona handled all the details of his daily life; she hired and fired until he couldn’t recognize a soul. The White House had become an alien hotel. It was Ramona who presided over the menus—the Big Guy had to feed on crumbs—and had furniture shunted around to suit her fancy. The Oval Office was a hovel compared to Ramona’s suite of rooms. Isaac had no sense of décor. But Ramona had plucked Dolley Madison’s music box and chiffonier out of a secret storage facility in Maryland that collected the residue of former First Ladies, and her own corner office had become the jewel of the West Wing, half museum and half war room for skull sessions with her brats.


Isaac could have defied the DNC and kicked Ramona out on her ass, but it would have caused another crisis. Yet he could feel himself grow invisible, become the Shrinking Man of Pennsylvania Avenue. He was Ramona’s shadow, the proxy president, swimming in his pants. He had a hard time carrying his Glock under his belt. It would crash to the floor and alarm the Secret Service. The Big Guy could barely look at himself in one of the White House’s antique mirrors; his cheeks were hollowed out, and the curl that once covered his bald spot had disappeared. So he marched across the hall to Ramona’s enclave.


It was a queen’s residence, with antechambers for her brats, all furnished from that secret storage facility. Her aides treated Isaac like an intruder, an unwanted desperado. “You fuckers,” he growled, “you work for me.” They still defied the president, dared him to make a move. He was an orphan in his own palace, an outcast, like King Lear, with a trove of poisonous daughters and sons. He didn’t want to look ridiculous in front of these retainers. He clutched the Glock to his belly, so it wouldn’t land on Ramona’s cream-colored carpet, did a curious entrechat, and found himself in the queen’s corner office. It was roomier than Isaac’s, with a grand mahogany conference table, a relic from FDR’s White House. Isaac was still haunted by that crippled president. He’d seen Roosevelt ride down the Grand Concourse in 1944, when he himself was a young delinquent, a dealer in stolen goods. He’d given all his swag to Roosevelt’s reelection monitors. He was born at the very beginning of Roosevelt’s reign and it seemed logical to Isaac that FDR would rule forever—at least for a fifth and sixth term.  He was like a big baby who couldn’t quite recover from FDR’s sudden death in 1945.


He didn’t covet Ramona’s conference table, but it conjured up a past that left him like a permanent mourner in a mourner’s ripped coat. His chief of staff ignored him, pretended he wasn’t in the room. She was on her speakerphone, surrounded by interns and aides. She had her own defiant charm, sat with her legs in the air, in black pantyhose. Isaac had to look away from the knitted wrinkles of Ramona’s crotch. She had large brown eyes, like a doe’s, and very thin nostrils.


“Yes,” she said, “POTUS doesn’t like to travel. I can’t get him to sign anything. We’ve been feuding from day one.”


“Ramona,” Isaac whispered, “get off the fucking phone.”


She swiveled slightly in her chair. “POTUS doesn’t want campaign contributors sleeping in the Lincoln Bedroom. He says it’s sacred ground. Lincoln never slept there, for shit’s sake.”


“But it’s where he signed the Emancipation Proclamation,” Isaac shouted into the speaker and pressed the mute button on her telephone console.


“Idiot,” she said, rolling her big brown eyes. “That was one of our biggest donors. We’ve been bleeding hard cash ever since you were sworn in. Our first Yid in the White House, and I can’t get him to visit the Holy Land. K Street calls you an anti-Semite. I can’t battle the whole Jewish lobby, not while we have Hamlet’s ghost on the second floor.”


He was a ghost, wandering about the White House residence, falling asleep in different bedrooms when he could fall asleep. Half the time he drifted in and out of his dreams. Harry Truman had called this presidential palace “the great white jail.” And Harry wasn’t wrong. Isaac was homesick for the wilds of Manhattan. He no longer had his pied-à-terre on Rivington Street; the building had burned to the ground while he was on the campaign trail. And he couldn’t tour the Lower East Side as some invisible guy with a Glock. He would snarl traffic for an entire day with his Secret Service caravan, even if he landed at some remote heliport on the East River; his very presence caused chaos and confusion. And God forbid if he wanted to dine at some little Italian dump on Ninth Avenue—he had to sit with the Secret Service in his lap, while other diners were scrutinized as potential terrorists and saboteurs. And he ended up playing patty-cake with his own retinue of Secret Service agents, plus a doc from Bethesda, a speechwriter or two, a policy wonk, members of the White House press corps, and Isaac’s military aide, who carried the “football,” a black briefcase which held the doomsday codes that would allow the president to launch a nuclear counterstrike. This satchel accompanied Isaac everywhere. And he wondered if the President of the United States—POTUS—was a mountebank, who had to live near a doomsday satchel, like a character in one of Gogol’s surreal tales.


“You ought to be nicer to me,” Isaac said. “I have all the codes to the football.”


Ramona dismissed her aides with a swanlike flap of her hand and then she burrowed into Isaac with her brown eyes. “Don’t you come in here with your swagger, Mr. President. I’m more concerned about your Glock than the football. You could shoot off one of your toes. You’re an accident waiting to happen. And we might not be able to afford you much longer.”


Isaac knew Ramona was conspiring with his own vice president, Bull Latham, former director of the FBI, who still pulled all the strings at the Bureau. Ramona and the Bull were preparing some sort of a coup and had to wait for Isaac’s numbers to drop. His popularity could vanish in the blink of an eye. He’d forsaken the middle class, talked of food stamps and housing subsidies. But Ramona had to be cautious. Isaac was flamboyant and fearless. He might ride anywhere aboard Marine One, land on the roof of a rural high school, where some madman was holding a class of tenth graders hostage, and talk that gunman down—that was Isaac’s enigma. He could connect with people in some primitive way. Ramona had to chop at him by degrees until little was left of the Big Guy. She outmaneuvered him at every turn. Democrats didn’t want him in their districts. He was a president with a growing rebellion within his own party.


“Sir, you can’t have federal marshals arrest teenagers for smoking cigarettes. You’ll involve us in a million lawsuits. You’ll bankrupt your own government.”


“But I want to bury Big Tobacco,” Isaac said.


Ramona didn’t have to perform in front of an absent audience. All the innocence had gone out of her doe’s eyes. She treated Isaac like a boorish child rather than the president, looked right past him and pictured Bull Latham in the Oval Office.


“You’re sitting where you are, sonny boy, because of Big Tobacco. You couldn’t have had much of a campaign without those three giants. They abandoned the Republicans and backed us to the hilt.”


Isaac wanted to rip Ramona out of her Renaissance Revival chair. “I never said a kind word about the cigarette companies.”


Ramona mocked him without mercy. “They’re not looking for a sympathetic glance, darling. They’ll continue to thrive with or without you.”


“What did you promise them?” Isaac had to ask, like a beggar in his own palace.


“Nothing. They like to be on the winning side.”


“That’s grand,” Isaac said. “And I sit here and watch people cough their lungs out?”


“Make your speeches—I’ll help you write them. But you’ll never get a piece of legislation passed against Big Tobacco. Jesus, we took every tobacco state. Do you really think senators from those states will badmouth Lorillard and the others?”


The Big Guy shouldn’t have left Gracie Mansion. He knew how to govern the maddening whirlpool of Manhattan. He overrode his police commissioner; he built school after school, and created Merlin, a program where kids from firebombed neighborhoods could mingle with the wizards of Bronx Science and Brooklyn Tech. Real estate barons shivered in his presence. They couldn’t get near a city lot without Isaac’s approval. He was the master builder, not the barons. He flourished, despite the chaos and the crime. He could march into City Hall and break the will of rebellious council members. But the White House was a mansion in the middle of nowhere. It couldn’t connect him to the nation’s pulse. He lived in a presidential park surrounded by ripples of poverty. Yet Isaac couldn’t have created another Merlin in the District of Columbia. Congress held sway over Washington, ruled its budget, wouldn’t relieve its slums.


“Wake up,” Ramona said. “You’re not Santa Claus. You can’t gift a whole population of slackers. You have certain responsibilities. If you abandon your warriors, Mr. President, they’ll abandon you.”


Who were these phantom warriors? Ah, her minions and volunteers on the DNC. Isaac was never a party politician—he was a Roosevelt Democrat at a time when “entitlement” and welfare programs had become taboo. Isaac should have been vice president, but the Dems had to get rid of their own president-elect, J. Michael Storm, a serial philanderer and a thief. It was Isaac who picked Bull Latham, a Republican, as his vice president. He liked the idea of a pistol like Bull at his side, a former linebacker on the Dallas Cowboys, who bent the law while he was at the Bureau. Isaac had also bent the law, had used the resources of the Mob to help him solve the thousand riddles of disorganized crime. But Bull was a bigger gangster than Isaac had ever been. Bull had plundered to feed his own pocketbook, while POTUS had a ravaged bank account and five dollars in his pants. Isaac rose higher and higher, like a big fat fireball, with every bad guy he killed. He’d glocked his way to the White House.


“You have no idea,” she said. “I never volunteered to be your babysitter, but that’s what I am. POTUS is everyone’s personal target. I’m the gal who has to keep you alive.”


Isaac wasn’t fooled by this grandiose picture of herself. Ramona was there to keep him tucked away in a closet while she ran the country from her corner office. He didn’t give a damn that she’d sacrificed her status as a killer attorney at a killer law firm. She would be welcomed back after Isaac’s wake. But he was jealous of her other credentials. She’d studied literature and philosophy at Oxford, had written a book on Saul Bellow, while Isaac had one stinking semester at Columbia College. He’d devoured Augie March, reveled in the tales of Jewish swindlers and lowlifes from Chicago, but she was the one who had dined with Bellow.


The Big Guy had a sudden brainstorm. “Why don’t we ask him to the White House? We’ll have a banquet in his honor. I’m sure you can drum up some kind of medal.”


Ramona smirked at Isaac, hoping to make him suffer. “If you mean Saul,” she said, “you’re a little too late. He was given the National Medal of Arts last year. I pinned it on him myself, in front of President Cottonwood.”


Isaac groaned. He despised Calder Cottonwood, who’d had his own hit squad at the White House and declared open season on Sidel. But that’s not what troubled Isaac. “You had a son of Chicago hobnob with Republicans?”


“Indeed. He sat with the nation’s best conservative philosophers. Saul wouldn’t have accepted an invitation from you, Mr. President. He calls you a Stalinist. He hardly set foot in Manhattan while you were mayor. The subways were filled with hoboes, and he says you allowed petty criminals to run rampant.”


Isaac had a touch of vertigo, having to defend his tactics to the father of Augie March. “Yes, I cleared out some of the holding pens at Rikers every six months. I couldn’t let young men and women—half of them children, really—linger at Rikers while they were awaiting trial on trumped-up charges that could have been settled out of court in five minutes. I wasn’t that kind of a mayor.”


“And what kind of president are you?” Ramona asked with a stingy smile. “You’ve lost the respect of your own constituents. You’re a clown with a Glock. I had to quash a wholesale mutiny within the ranks, and it wasn’t fun. I’m not your private hammer . . .”


She paused for a second, and Isaac knew where that hammer would drop next. She’d been dreaming of this moment, nursing it along.


“You can’t invite Ariel Moss to Camp David,” she said. “That’s final. The party won’t allow it.”


“Didn’t he win the Nobel Peace Prize? He was prime minister for six years.”


“But he’s become an outlaw—and a hermit.”


“He was always an outlaw,” Isaac said. Ariel Moss was the alias of an alias. No one knew Ariel’s real name. He was born in some lost territory of the Pale, a Polish enclave ruled by the tsar. His father was a timber merchant who owned an entire forest, while his mother was descended from a royal line of rabbinical scholars—at least that was the tale Ariel told of his lineage. He claimed to have studied law at the University of Lodz, but none of the students remembered an Ariel Moss. The first time that name surfaced was in 1942, when he joined a ragtag of Jewish commandos within the Free Polish Army, a suicide squad that went into Nazi headquarters in some provincial town and killed the local commandant. Ariel was the only one to survive. The Nazis put a price on his head, and the Poles sent him to Palestine, where he was meant to train with a bunch of British saboteurs. Here the myth began that Ariel Moss was a double agent, striving for both the radical Jewish underground of Irgun and the masters of British intelligence. If so, Ariel must have been the best damn double agent around. He robbed British banks in Jerusalem, kidnapped British officers, bombed the headquarters of the British high command inside the King David Hotel, broke into the impregnable fortress of Acre Prison, and walked out with captured members of Irgun. This anonymous man with one lazy eye would become the boss of  Irgun, as he plotted to kick the British colonials out of Palestine.


Isaac grew up with a picture of Ariel on his wall; actually it was a mug shot of the terrorist under yet another assumed name, Sasha Klein, at a Soviet labor camp in Siberia; he looked like a common criminal, an urka with a shaved head. He’d been arrested sometime in 1940, as a zhid who was trying to smuggle other zhids out of Poland. Sasha Klein escaped from the gulag with a band of thieves and morphed into a resistance fighter and member of the Jewish underground.


He visited the U.S. in November 1948, now the leader of his own political party in the new state of Israel. He was trying to raise hard cash, but Ariel Moss was attacked by Albert Einstein and other illustrious Jews as a right-wing fanatic who had brought a reign of terror to the Holy Land. Isaac, who was fifteen at the time and still a purveyor of stolen goods, attended a rally for Ariel Moss in Seward Park. Socialists from Brooklyn and the Bronx had come to the Lower East Side to taunt and spit at the renegade who was locked in a long struggle with Israel’s ruling socialist party. Ariel didn’t look like much of an outlaw. He had stooped shoulders and a narrow chest, and his eyes were hidden behind thick lenses that gave him the aura of an owl.


“Satan,” shouted one of the socialists, “did you murder children?”


Ariel peered at the socialist with his owlish eyes. “Yes, there were children in the debris when we bombed the King David. I held one in my arms. I couldn’t revive him. I was a demolition man, not an angel of mercy. But I warned the manager of the King David, told him to clear the hotel of all his guests. He didn’t listen, comrade.”


“I’m not your comrade,” said the socialist. “You’re a killer and you come here begging for money.”


Isaac put whatever loot he had into Ariel’s collection box. And Ariel returned to Israel, still an outcast. It took him thirty years of finagling to discover mainstream politics. He appealed to the downtrodden, Jewish refugees from the Muslim countries of Africa, descendants of Babylonian tribes—grocers from Iraq, bakers from Uzbekistan—rather than the educated Ashkenazi of Eastern Europe, and this ghostly graduate of the law school at Lodz was elected prime minister in 1977. He startled his own nationalist party when he signed the Camp David Accords with Anwar Sadat in 1978, promising to hand back the Sinai Peninsula in return for Egypt’s recognition of Israel’s right to exist. The Egyptians were no more pleased with the accords than the Israelis were. Sadat was assassinated three years later by a jihadist in the military, and Ariel escaped one assassination plot after the other by fanatics among the religious right and gunmen within the moribund Irgun. He was hospitalized six times. His own children stopped talking to him. His wife died. He grew more and more morose and resigned in 1983. No one could reach him, neither journalists, nor his wife’s relatives, nor the few friends he once had. He moved from location to location, from a shack in Haifa to a shed in the Jerusalem forest. There were reports that he had become a beachcomber and a vagabond, perhaps had even gone back to robbing banks, but that the internal security agents of Shin Bet protected Ariel Moss from harming himself and others.


Ramona Dazzle wondered why this hermit would reach out to Isaac Sidel.


“Did he ever visit you while you were mayor?”


“No,” Isaac had to insist. Ariel seldom came to Manhattan while he was prime minister. He shunned the UN and every sort of lobbyist. Perhaps he couldn’t recover from the ferocity of the socialists on his first trip to America in 1948. But he did come to New York while Isaac was still police commissioner. Ariel had been mugged in the street and landed on the ward at Lincoln Hospital in the South Bronx. Isaac was shy about disturbing his boyhood hero. But he couldn’t understand what Ariel Moss was doing in the badlands, and without a bodyguard. So he crept onto the ward out of curiosity. He had no desire to interview Ariel, just to sniff around on his own. He spoke to a nurse and a few of the residents. They had no idea who Ariel Moss was, thought he might be an amnesiac wandering about in the most dangerous square mile in North America. And while Isaac sniffed and sniffed, Ariel opened his lazy eye.


“I know you—you’re the Pink Commish. But we met once before, at a rally in Seward Park. The socialists were tearing off my flesh, and you gave me some gelt.”


Isaac was startled by the hospital patient’s prodigious memory. How could Ariel recollect one lone boy? “That gift wasn’t kosher,” Isaac said. “I gave you money I got from stolen merchandise.”


Ariel laughed in his blue hospital shirt. His teeth were all black. He looked like a vampire who relished black blood in his mouth.


“Well, then we’re both a couple of desperados. It’s no secret. I was once a bank robber.”


“But there are no banks along this stretch of Southern Boulevard. Very little happens here. Why did you come to such an unholy place?”


“I was on a pilgrimage,” said Ariel Moss.


Isaac was even more perplexed. He wondered if that mugger had rattled Ariel’s mind.


“You must have heard of Sholem Aleichem, the Yiddish Mark Twain. When I was in the gulag, it was his stories that kept me going. He spent his last years in the Bronx, on Kelly Street. He couldn’t write. He was a legend who’d lost his substance. He had diabetes and tuberculosis, among other ailments. If a few of his devoted readers hadn’t left food outside his door, he and his family would have starved. Yet he had a hundred thousand people at his funeral. And I never got to Kelly Street.”


That was the last encounter Isaac had with Ariel Moss, in his blue hospital shirt. And then a week ago, out of nowhere, the Soviet acting deputy foreign minister, Pesh Olinov, whispered in Isaac’s ear at a reception in the East Room that the Hermit of Haifa had fled his chicken coop and wanted to see the Big Guy. Those were Olinov’s exact words—fled the chicken coop. Why should a Soviet diplomat, whose sudden success was tied to the KGB and the crime bosses of Moscow and Kiev, have become the messenger of a derailed ex–Israeli prime minister? It made no sense. Egypt was Soviet Russia’s client, not the mad Jews of Tel Aviv. But then Isaac recognized the tattoo on Olinov’s knuckles—a dagger piercing the eye hole of a skull. Isaac had seen that tattoo before, among the cheloveks of Brighton Beach. It was the mark of a werewolf. And Isaac realized the connection. Ariel and Pesh Olinov must have served in the same gulag, many years ago, must have belonged to the same crime boss, and must have escaped together. But the cheloveks wouldn’t have gathered among themselves a Jewish intellectual from the law school at Lodz—unless that law student was as much of a werewolf as they were. Intellectuals and zhids always died first. That was the rude sign of Siberia. Ariel Moss couldn’t have survived the brutish life of a labor camp without the protection of a pakhan, or crime lord. And Olinov must have been that lord’s lieutenant. Born in Siberia, the son of a whore and a chelovek at the camp, he was raised as a werewolf who sat at his pakhan’s knee. He had scars on his face from knife fights with rivals of his pakhan and other cheloveks. He looked like a gourd with ruts down the middle; his eyes, a luminous green, were half hidden among all the marks. Isaac felt an immediate kinship with Pesh Olinov; they were like bounty hunters in a sea of diplomats and politicians. Yet this former KGB colonel and intimate of crime bosses was Mikhail Gorbachev’s deputy foreign minister; Olinov had helped shape glasnost and perestroika, was instrumental in making overtures to the West and bringing about social and political reform in the Kremlin’s bewildering bureaucracy.


The Pink Commish wasn’t blind. Moscow ranted against alcohol consumption, destroyed distilleries, while it lost billions of rubles to Olinov’s pals in the black market. Pesh grew richer with every one of his decrees. He spent months in our capital, like any lobbyist from K Street. He lived across from the White House, at the Hotel Washington, where he dined with six bodyguards surrounding his rooftop table. He still had to step out of explosions, his body covered in bits of glass. Who knows how many Moscow gangsters and graduates of the gulag were gunning for Pesh? Having become one of the masterminds of perestroika had made him an easy target among conservative politicians and members of the Politburo. So a day after this mysterious encounter in the East Room, Isaac met with his intelligence chiefs in a dungeon under the Oval Office to discuss Olinov’s overtures. Bull Latham had been there with Ramona Dazzle. Isaac felt like a schoolboy having to repeat word for word his conversation with Pesh.


“The deputy kept saying that Ariel wouldn’t come to the White House—the walls had too many ears. He would only come to my dacha. I didn’t know I had a dacha.”


Isaac remembered the chiefs chortling among themselves. His national security advisor, Tim Vail, spoke first. Vail was a boy genius, a graduate of Harvard and Georgetown, who had published the definitive paper on Soviet geopolitics. “Olinov meant Camp David, Mr. President. That’s where Ariel signed the peace accords with Sadat. That’s where he must have felt most comfortable. But why would Pesh volunteer to be his angel? There’s nothing in the chatter we’ve picked up so far that links them. And we’ve been diligent, sir. That’s why we don’t trust this gambit. It’s some kind of a stunt to suck you into Ariel’s orbit, whatever it is.”


But Isaac trusted Ariel’s roundabout summons more than he did the advice of his intelligence chiefs. And Ramona must have sensed this. Her boss was a hopeless romantic and a loose cannon. And now she tried to ruffle Isaac, catch him off guard, while he stood in her office with his Glock.


“Ex–prime ministers don’t come out of hibernation like that and suddenly decide to visit POTUS at his dacha in Maryland. He must have a motive. And I don’t like it, particularly when the SOS is from that thug at the Kremlin. Ariel hasn’t revealed himself yet. And when he does . . .”


“You’ll have our thugs leave him to wander as much as he likes.”


Her lower lip trembled. She couldn’t find her magic potion with Sidel. “We’re not like the Russians,” she said. “We don’t employ thugs. Some of our best agents have PhDs.”


Yes, Isaac muttered to himself, they can whack you on the ears while they recite one of Hamlet’s soliloquies.


“He shouldn’t have been allowed to get on a plane. He has forged documents. We’ll find him.”


“That’s what the Brits said after he bombed the King David. He’s landed, Ramona, and he’s much too clever to be found. He’s been a hunted animal half his life.”


An ancient, ravaged prime minister on the lam must have caused havoc among the ranks of Shin Bet. Perhaps Ariel Moss once had his own nuclear football, with all the doomsday codes, and Shin Bet didn’t want this Hermit of Haifa to fall into the wrong hands with whatever codes he still had. Isaac could tell that Ramona had been in touch with Israeli counterintelligence, and she’d kept it a secret from him. Shin Bet didn’t trust the Pink Commish, even if he was a zhid from the Lower East Side. His horizons were too far to the left. His own intelligence chiefs were suspicious of him, fueled by all the neoconservative think tanks. The neocons were convinced that President Sidel was a sleeper who took his instructions from Moscow. The Secret Service had dubbed him the Citizen, and that name stuck. Fanatics on talk radio took to calling him Citizen Sidel of the Soviet Union. He couldn’t light out for the territory, like Huck Finn, his favorite character in American lit. There was no territory now, in Isaac’s mind, except perhaps Antarctica and Tierra del Fuego, and he had little desire to go there. He was stuck in this “great white jail” with a chief of staff who was plotting to dismantle him. She sat with her pantyhose in the air, as if he was some sidebar she had to tolerate for a little while longer.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
"One of the most important
writers in American literature.”
—MICHAEL CHABON

NN

AN ISAAC SIDEL N

GHAR

"For a couple of decades now, Jerome Charyn has been remaking
the detective story." —THE WASHINGTON POST






OEBPS/images/part.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
it

PEGASUS BOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





