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We’ll build a castle in Spain

On a roof in Manhattan,

And in our lofty domain

We’ll pretend to be Latin.

—IRVING BERLIN, “(Castles in Spain)

On a Roof in Manhattan”


CHAPTER ONE

A Quick End in Four-Four Time

ELI RABBINOWITZ WAS shaped like a hamster, though larger and somewhat less furry. As Sonia Cohn Seltzer applied her long, skilled fingers to his rubbery white flesh, he squeaked and sighed—noises that reminded her of his rodentlike qualities.

Lying on his stomach, he reached around with his pale, stocky arm. “Touch it. Touch it,” he murmured. “I’ll pay extra.” Grabbing her wrist, he started to turn over.

Sonia freed her hand and smacked him with a towel, a hard blow with a limp club.

“Ouch! Gawd!”

“I warned you. Get out and don’t come back.” She exited the small room by what looked like a closet door but actually led to the rest of her apartment. Without her, the room looked antiseptic except for a Chagall print of a couple floating over rooftops. The door was slammed and locked and Sonia went back to her desk to work on her play about Emma Goldman, the anarchist, while her husband looked after their daughter in another room.

“Aayoych,” said Eli, blending several Yiddish and American expletives. Then he got dressed and left, turning down Avenue A, which was already a bit redolent as the early summer heat cooked the trash on the street. Furniture was placed neatly along the garbage-strewn edges of sidewalks—a special place where things were found and things were given away every day. The streetlamps in metallic paint were wrapped with paper flyers up to seven feet up the poles, like badly laid strudel dough, leaves dangling, advertisements for everything, some legal, including the exact time and place for demonstrations that had already been missed against every known form of repression. The trashy streets were occupied in shifts—different people at different hours of the day. The older people, such as Eli, were out first, beaten only by those who had spent the night on the sidewalk. Then the smarts, the new young people, walked quickly to the subways to their promising jobs in other neighborhoods. At eleven, shaggy young people staggered out into the blinding sunlight looking as though they had spent the night with drugs and sex and not much food or sleep. But soon the smarts would be home from their jobs and the streets filled with the entire assortment.

The tenement buildings were color-coded for age—not of the buildings, but of the last paint job. The oldest were brick red—a color designed to match the bricks, which it never quite did. Then there was forest green, that too one of the older colors, a nonbotanical attempt at greening a working-class neighborhood. More recently, buildings were painted battleship gray—paint that was said to have been left over from World War II and designed to obscure warships on a gray day at sea. Buildings painted in the sixties when the neighborhood became the East Village were in colors that escaped any rational explanation, such as orange, hot bubble-gum pink, deep purple—once brilliant but now dull as dirt. The psychedelic storefronts looked more out-of-date than the tenement buildings themselves. Then the Puerto Ricans brought cobalt, which was very big on Avenues A and B, and the Dominicans came with turquoise, and now the smarts were there with cream, peach, café au lait, and buff—colors that were so up-market, they did not even try to hide dirt.

It was raining, an unimportant warm summer drizzle that caused puddles to form in the ruts of the pockmarked asphalt streets uneven from one failed repaving over another; even a few cobblestones showed through in places. Eli saw his feet but did not bother to notice the paint-splattered sidewalks of street art that everyone gazed at and no one looked at deliberately—street artists must know that the street is the perfect spot for subliminal messages.

Walking in the fast Jewish four-beat, Eli headed toward the kosher dairy restaurant on Houston Street of which he was the unloved owner.

Chow Mein Vega, who knew more about rhythm than anyone else in the neighborhood, had a theory. He claimed that Latins and Jews walked to different beats—that Jews walked to a very fast four-beat. “You can clap your hands to it,” he would say. “You can almost hear that short loud ‘Hey!’ between measures—dom-domdom dom—hey. Latinos have a three-beat like a cha-cha-cha. One, du—dat-dat-dat. It moves your body a lot more, but it doesn’t get you down the street nearly as fast. Jews get there faster with less effort and don’t understand that the Puerto Ricans’ way is style.” Chow Mein made a graceful sweep with his arm to illustrate, then added, as though he had just had the thought, “Of course, the Puerto Ricans don’t understand that this is why the Jews always get there first. Dominicanos are even more slowed down by that syncopated thing. That little ‘y’ between the downbeat and the second beat. That’s why, have you ever noticed how long it takes a Dominicano to get somewhere?”

Rabbinowitz’s restaurant was closed and the Dominicanos were cleaning up. Outside, the union picketers were bundling up their angry signs and getting ready to leave. They didn’t acknowledge the fast-paced, short, stocky Eli Rabbinowitz, whom they vilified in chant and by placard every evening. And he ignored them.

Since most of the neighborhood’s blintz and kreplach eaters were pro-union, the picketing, in the words of Eli Rabbinowitz, “is killing me.” But he would not give in. The Poles and Ukrainians had an endless supply of immigrants who worked for nothing, and they weren’t picketed because their customers wouldn’t care. So why should he pay union scale? “Who’s going to buy a ten-dollar blintz?” he would say. “These guys are killing me. A bunch of Communists. Like my father. That’s why we never had anything.” And soon all the sufferings of his childhood were blamed on these ten people who had been picketing his restaurant for the last three months.

It was early Thursday evening, the evening when Eli Rabbinowitz picked up the restaurant’s revenues in a canvas bag and deposited them at the bank.

“These schmucks are killing me,” he said once more as he closed up the canvas bag with a few thousand dollars instead of the tens of thousands he had deposited on Thursday nights before he was singled out.

“Killing me,” he muttered as he made his way up First Avenue to the deposit box on Fifth Street. In the fast Jewish four-beat, Rabbinowitz and his money were getting to Fifth Street quickly, charting a determined course around the amblers and street hustlers brought out by the first heat of summer and the halfhearted cooling rain, which had already stopped. One two-three four—hey!

A man was waiting for him, a large, dark-skinned man with eyes that seemed unable to focus. The pupils looked wide enough to take in all the night light on Fifth Street. He blinked continually as his shaking hands lifted an automatic pistol of a dull-finished metal, the first bullet already in the chamber, to the back of Eli Rabbinowitz’s head. The steady finger of his shaking hand squeezed the trigger, jerking Eli forward and exploding most of his face onto the brass fittings of the night deposit box. The police would observe that the assailant must have been much taller than the victim. This was deduced by the downward angle from the entry wound at the top of the head and the low height of the place where the pieces that had been Eli Rabbinowitz’s face hit the wall and the box. A pool of dark blood marked the spot on the sidewalk where Eli’s body fell without the canvas bag. Rabbinowitz probably died instantly, but had he lived another minute, he might have laughed at the thought that because of the picketing, the thief had lost out on more than $10,000.


CHAPTER TWO

The Natural Order of Rodents

DADDY, WHY DID you kill him?” Sarah, with a pencil in one hand and small notebook in the other, wanted to know.

As Nathan Seltzer looked down at the dead body stretched across the kitchen floor, no good explanations were coming to him.

“You didn’t have to kill him. Why did you do it?” his daughter insisted.

How to explain such things to a three-year-old. He had been warned about the poison. It caused the victim to bleed internally and die in agony. And the body was left behind to confront the killer.

The mouse was lying belly-up, and it was a soft, white belly. It had been an almost cuddly little animal, if you overlooked the tail, a naked white worm that trailed behind. Sarah had a favorite book, a gift from Nathan’s mother, about furry animals. Each page had an animal with a different kind of fur, a little fluffy patch that the reader was invited to rub. The mouse’s white belly looked like such a patch. “I am a mouse. Would you like to rub my white belly?”

The mouse had stretched its body with its last breath—forepaws straining up and the hind ones back, the tail dragged straight behind. It had not been a peaceful death. They probably don’t bother to make a gentle poison, something that will just put it to sleep. They could do that. It doesn’t have to be some sharp, unbearable pain, a soul-splitting convulsion. How long do they struggle? Long enough to drag themselves halfway across the kitchen floor. A mousetrap breaks the neck instantly. People prefer the pet cat method, though, because it is the most natural. It is not coincidence that the most natural is the cruelest of all. Of course, Nathan had none of these thoughts when putting out the poison; only now did he, faced with the insistent questioning of the little inquisitor. But now, he had to admit, the line of questioning had an inescapable validity.

“Why did you kill him, Daddy?” she asked, pen poised over notebook as though ready to write down his answer.

“Because he can’t live here, and you cannot just ask a mouse to leave.”

Sarah drew three irregular but concentric circles on a page in the notebook. “How did you kill him?” She was growing bolder, poking the white belly with a small, pale index finger.

“Don’t touch him. I killed him with poison.”

They could hear police on Avenue A with loudspeakers. It took Nathan only a strange half second to realize that the police were not looking for mouse killers.

“Uncle Mordy said that we are all being poisoned. That the general electorate is poisoning us. Is that right?”

“What?”

“Is it true that the general electorate is putting poison in the water and it gets in the food because the food is wet?”

“No, it’s General Electric. But Uncle Mordy gets a little nutty.”

“Then why did you use poison? Are you a little nutty?”

“Maybe. I poisoned him because I thought it would be quick. Kinder than Pepe Le Moko.”

Sarah’s eyes opened round and cartoon expressive. “Does Pepe Le Moko kill?”

“Yes, he does.”

Sarah put several exciting vertical lines through the circles. “Why?”

“It’s nature. Everything kills in nature. Cats kill mice.”

“Am I going to kill?”

“No. Of course not.”

She turned the page in her notebook and drew a long, wavy line. “Does Pepe kill as much as General Electric?”

“He only kills mice.”

“I like mice. Why do we have to kill them?”

Nathan listened to the sounds of Avenue A as though there were answers to her questions out there in the horns, the sirens, the clanging of some makeshift construction project, cars thudding over steel plates in the street, someone shouting, “Hey!,” the police loudspeaker: “Anyone on First Avenue and Fifth Street between ten and eleven last night …” He thought he could even hear his father on the floor above whistling Irving Berlin.

“Daddy, why does Uncle Mordy have little nuts?”

“What? Listen, do you want to come with me to the shop? We can feed Pepe Le Moko.”

“Are we going to feed him the mouse?”

Nathan thought about it for a second and decided against it. Instead he swept it up into a dustpan. The sight of the rubbery little stiff was a little sickening. She didn’t seem to mind. Was the idea of death upsetting to her? She didn’t look upset, but she didn’t always show these things. The sight of a dead animal was a great curiosity to her, but she seemed to be troubled only by moral, not aesthetic, implications. As he dumped the dustpan into the plastic trash bag, she said, “Shouldn’t he be buried?”

Ritual, too. Moral conundrums and the law. She was Jewish, after all. For as long as he could remember, his parents had worried that he would “marry a shiksa and your children won’t be Jewish.” Why had they always talked about this? Nathan wondered. He had rarely even conversed with a non-Jew. In high school he went out on two dates with Luisa, the beautiful Puerto Rican from Avenue C. That alone was enough for Nathan’s father to say to his own brother, Nathan’s uncle Nusan, “Nathan’s children will not be Jewish.”

Was that why he stopped going out with Luisa? Was it pressure from his parents? He couldn’t remember. In fact, he couldn’t really remember Luisa—only that she was Puerto Rican and that at the time he thought she was very beautiful and that when his father told Uncle Nusan that their children would not be Jewish, Nusan had responded, “Baruch hashem,” and let slip an ironic smile. God willing. Uncle Nusan’s invocation of God’s will was always intended as the darkest of ironies, his curse at God. Nusan seemed to have a close but troubled relationship with God, the same kind of relationship that he had with his brother.

Nathan was named after Nusan. At the time, no one foresaw the burden, because Nusan was supposed to be dead. As Ashkenazic Jews, they named babies only after the dead. Nusan, like the rest of the family, had vanished during the war. But unlike the others, Nusan reappeared years later with a bitter voice, a number tattooed on his forearm, and dark eyes that could see through everything. According to Nathan’s father, Nusan used to have light blue eyes and they had changed color during the war. This was hard to believe, but Nusan did have the kind of broad, Slavic looks that seemed intended for light blue eyes.

Nathan was Nusan’s favorite, a position that no one envied him. The family supposed that it was because Nathan was named after him, even though he was given the name only in the belief that Nusan was dead. Nusan often said to Nathan, “You are the living proof that I am dead.” And with that he would reach up to put his arm fondly on Nathan’s shoulder.

“Daddy,” came the sweet, high-pitched, insistent voice. “Why did you kill him?”

“You can’t have mice in the house.”

She drew several little ovals and gave them squiggly tails that made them almost look as though she were about to explain “the facts of life” to her father. “Why not? We have Ralph.”

This, Nathan thought, was a very good point. Ralph was the pet hamster, and it always seemed to Nathan that having a pet hamster made as much sense as having a mouse or a rat.

“Well, Ralph is a pet.”

“Why couldn’t the mouse be a pet?”

Nathan didn’t know. In fact, these white-bellied, gray little creatures were more pleasant looking than Ralph. Why did you always kill mice? Why are some animals our friends, others our meals, and others simply pests to be exterminated? How were these things decided? Did we have the right to willfully extinguish life? Was this an important question to get right? Did young Eichmann ask a similar question and his father told him it didn’t matter and so it began? Probably not. Most people don’t become mass murderers no matter what their parents tell them. But you cannot take this kind of question lightly. She was asking for some moral definition. God, thought Nathan, it was just a goddamn mouse. “Mice are unhealthy. They carry diseases.”

“Diseases?”

“They make you sick.”

“So we make them sick first!” She smiled. She liked this idea, and she drew wild dark spirals all over the page.

He took his daughter’s small hand, and her little fingers curled tightly around his smallest fingers—a sensation that briefly overcame him with a small inexpressible joy as they walked past his wife’s workroom, where he heard the pleasing thud of flesh being pounded. It was a woman client. Tan pointed slender shoes had been left by the door. There was something vaguely erotic about the thought of it, some unknown woman lying naked on a table at the mercy of his wife’s long and powerful fingers. He liked the way their shoes were left in his hallway. He would have liked them to leave all of their clothes in the hallway But sometimes they were men’s shoes.

It had been a hard year for Sarah. New people were moving into the neighborhood, and she had befriended one—a girl born on the same day in the same year and named Maya. She had awarded Maya with that most important title children are empowered to bestow—“best friend.” To Nathan, Maya and her parents were new people in the neighborhood, they were smarts. But for Sarah, they had lived there all her life. They had moved in about the time the girls were born, buying an entire three-story house on Tompkins Square. Buying property in the neighborhood was a startling new concept to the Seltzers, who had owned neighborhood property since the 1920s and for a very long time had regarded their holdings as a burden. Maya’s parents were undeterred by the squatters’ camp in Tompkins Square, a little tent city of scraggly suburban kids having an East Village experience. They were certain that the police would soon drive the squatters out, whereas the Seltzers feared-that the police would drive all of them out.

Maya’s parents were not like the neighborhood people, and last year Maya had surprised her best friend, Sarah, by starting school, and though it was only a few hours a day, it came between them. Maya awarded best friend status to a different girl who went to her school.

When Sarah had asked why she didn’t go to school also, Nathan had said, “But you are only three years old.” Nathan and almost everyone he knew had started school at age five. But his wife, Sonia, who had gone not through the New York City public school system but instead to private schools in Mexico City and Guadalajara, was more sympathetic. Then they discovered that the “preschool” would cost them $10,000 for the year.

“What do they teach?” Nathan had asked, and Sarah relayed the question to Maya, and the answer came back, “Things.”

But it was summer now, and Sarah was happy because there was no school and soon she would have her best friend back.

· · ·

Nathan took his little girl’s hand on the old, streamlined art deco elevator and through the polished black-and-white art deco lobby and out into a less polished world, where Sarah took her seat on his shoulders, grabbing his curly mane with her tiny fingers.

It was a sunny day early in the summer of the Michael Dukakis presidency. That summer, Michael Dukakis and the New York Mets both looked undefeatable. The Mets had untouchable starting pitching and powerful hitters. And Dukakis had a recent poll showing that he would beat Vice President George Bush by a margin of 52 to 38 percent. The long nightmare of the monster with the Disney smile was about to be over. Michael Dukakis, whoever he was, had the simple task of being better than Ronald Reagan.

The era of Ronald Reagan had been an isolating experience for the neighborhood, watching Reagan go from national joke to popular leader in the rest of the country, while here in the neighborhood his joke status remained. No one in the neighborhood had ever actually met anyone who voted for Reagan, but statistically he was very popular, and the only ones in the country who seemed to still know that he was a joke—except for Reagan himself, who always had a silly smile suggesting the ridiculousness of it all—lived in this part of New York City. But now it was finally over and George Bush was too silly even for the people out in America. To people in the neighborhood, the fact that Dukakis was popular and not Bush was a signal that the madness had passed and it was once again safe to leave the neighborhood. The new, short, dark-eyed president, a Greek, was practically a landsman. Well, that was an exaggeration, but he looked like someone who could have been from the neighborhood. George Bush looked like one of those people who were increasingly venturing down for a quick “Friday night in the East Village,” whose children might buy apartments in the neighborhood, the smarts.

When the votes were counted, it always showed that a few people in the neighborhood had voted Republican. They had voted for Reagan, and now, no doubt, they would vote for Bush. It was a frightening thought that somewhere in these dark-colored brick tenement buildings a few Republicans lived in silence. Though Nathan had spent his entire life in the neighborhood, he had never met any of them.

The closest Nathan had ever come to meeting a Republican was Mrs. Kleinman, who lived in his building. Mrs. Kleinman had voted for Ronald Reagan because she believed Jimmy Carter had mismanaged the postal service. But it was no better under Reagan, and this year she was back to Dukakis.

Mrs. Kleinman had met a man, a Yiddish-speaking man, at the social agency on Second Street where she worked. He left New York, moved to Boston, and when she received no letters from him, she was convinced that something was wrong with her mail. She would complain regularly to the landlord, who was Nathan’s father. “Oh, Mr. Seltzer, have you seen anyone tampering with the mailboxes?”

“No, everything looks normal,” Harry Seltzer would say.

“I can’t understand it. Something must be wrong.”

“Are you missing all of your mail?”

“Yes, I have not received one piece of mail in weeks. Something is wrong.”

“I’ll look into it,” Harry would say, and walk away knowing he would receive no rent from Kleinman again this month. Harry owned a lot of property. It had belonged to his wife’s family and it made very little money.

“Harry,” Ruth would say, “I don’t want to knock Socialism, but it would be helpful if we collected rent from the tenants from time to time.”

“We’re doing all right,” Harry argued.

“Oboyoboy,” Ruth muttered with a sigh.

“Anyone who heard or saw anything last night on Fifth Street …,” announced the police bullhorn. At the corner was Arnie, at home on his wooden pallet, cuddled up with old blankets he was storing for next winter. He wore a woolen beret, which may have been an homage to either Che Guevara or the international brigades of the Spanish Civil War. But the way he wore it combined with his gaunt appearance made it look more like an homage to Field Marshal Montgomery, except that on it he wore a black-and-white pin that said, VIVA LA HUELGA! from a farmworkers’ strike twenty years before on the other side of the continent that he had supported by refusing to eat grapes. Technically, Arnie had been boycotting grapes for two decades, though in recent times he would have had few opportunities to eat grapes unless someone threw some in the garbage. Arnie was in a total boycott these days. He bought nothing. Viva la huelga, the meaning lost in time, had become his greeting.

“Viva la huelga, friends,” Arnie greeted.

“Viva la huelga to you, Arnie. What are you reading?” Nathan asked with Sarah above him, leaning forward to view the steep drop down to Arnie.

Arnie turned the thick, curled old paperback to reveal the cover, Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot. Sitting up on one arm, he explained to Nathan, “I found it on Avenue B,” as though Dostoyevsky had a special, different meaning when it came from Avenue B. “Do you think there is such a thing as a purely good man?”

“Partially good would be a find, wouldn’t it? Here’s a question for you, Arnie: Why do we kill mice?”

Arnie looked up with the smile of a man who had just won a contest. “Because we think it is a threat to our property. It is all about owning property.” He gestured sweepingly around his small wooden pallet stacked with blankets, books, yellowed and wilted copies of the Times, the News, the Post, a few magazines, and a few cans. “I own no property, I have no home to protect, and I kill nothing,” he declared triumphantly.

“But what do you do on Saturdays?” Sarah shouted down from above Nathan’s head, instantly erasing the victory grin from Arnie’s face. Nathan was pleased. He sometimes called Sarah “the Silencer.”

“Why Saturdays, sweetie?” Arnie asked.

“Because you can watch television on Saturdays. It’s allowed. So what do you do?”

“Hey,” said Arnie, “you hear about that guy Rabbinowitz?”

“Eli? The blintzes guy on Houston?”

“They just found him.” Arnie stopped and looked awkwardly at Sarah. “On the street. From last night.”

“Heart attack?”

“No, somebody did him.”

“Geez,” said Nathan. “Who?”

“They don’t know.”

“Geez.”

“Geez,” Sarah repeated. “How did he get lost?”

Nathan handed a $1 bill down to Arnie. “You ought to lay low today or you will end up questioned by the police.”

“They’ve already stopped by. That one over there.”

He pointed at a plainclothes officer, thickset and powerfully built. Why did they have plainclothes policemen? The gray suits they wore were as identifiable as uniforms and too hot for summer weather. At least uniformed patrolmen got a lightweight blue uniform, but there was no summer-weight suit for plainclothesmen. It was the time of year that plainclothesmen were beginning to sweat. But this one was different. He had a summer suit, a vanilla-colored linen. And despite this fine summer wear, he still looked like a cop. Maybe that was why most of them didn’t bother about their clothes.

The officer was across the street, questioning the man everyone called Sal A. There were three Sals. They all sold homemade mozzarella and opinions. Sal A was on Avenue A, and he had the smallest shop, furnished with a counter, a cash register, a tub of unsalted mozzarella, a tub of salted mozzarella, a rack of long seeded bread, and a few trays of delicacies he had prepared for the day. Every morning he baked sfogliatella, and Nathan, who loved sfogliatella, could smell them from his apartment the instant they came out of the oven, the fine leaves of the pastry turned amber and the hot ricotta cheese inside heaving like lungs. But Nathan, now that he was entering his late thirties, had started noticing changes in his body, including two flabby, rounded bulges above the hips on either side. He would lift up his shirt to stare at them in the mirror, trying to push them back in with his hands. But they would balloon back into position. Sarah, noting the morning ritual, had taken to calling the bulges “Daddy’s tellas,” and Nathan did not need an explanation. It was short for sfogliatella.

Besides baking his own sfogliatella, Sal A was different from the other two Sals in several other ways. To begin with, his name was Guido, but he called himself Sal when he opened the store because he could see that in this neighborhood Sicilian shops were run by people named Sal. He was soft-spoken and had thick, silver gray hair. The other two Sals always shouted and were desperately and futilely trying to preserve the few remains of their youthful black hair.

But the other two Sals would have said that the important difference was that they were from Palermo, the tough, crime-ridden Sicilian capital, whereas Sal A was from Catania, the tough, crime-ridden Sicilian second city at the foot of a live volcano.

“Hey, Joey.”

“Eh, Sal.”

“Eh, Joey, you want some mozzarell’?”

“No, grazie, I’m working,” Joey, the cop in linen, told Sal A as though there were a specific rule about mozzarella while on duty. In fact, he was saving his appetite for Sal First, who had a bigger shop on First Avenue and whose mother made caponata. In Sal A’s caponata, the eggplant, olives, and capers were turned dark with a little unsweetened cocoa powder, bitter and intoxicating, like coffee. Sal A always sprinkled chopped almonds on top because their whiteness glowed against the dark vegetables. Sal First said that this way of doing caponata was “Spanish” and would not be acceptable in Palermo. That might have been true because the use of chocolate was from Spain, but Sal First’s use of the “S” word as a curse seemed to be implying a distasteful Puerto Ricanness, and that was what tilted Joey Parma toward the First Avenue version. But he did dip two thick fingers into an oily tray of Sal A’s olives.

“Try one,” Sal A said politely as Joey placed the olive in his mouth. “They’re oil cured.”

“Aw, shit!” A topaz teardrop of olive oil had landed on the lapel of Joey’s linen suit.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Sal.

“Give me a wet towel.”

“Don’t touch.” Sal produced a bottle of talcum powder and dusted the lapel. “Wait five minutes and just dust it off.”

“You sure?”

Sal nodded.

“Thank God I didn’t wear my Armani.”

“You should be careful.”

“Sal, did you hear any gunshots or anything last night between ten and eleven?”

“What, are you kidding? Just about every night. It’s like Palermo here. But I didn’t hear anything special.”

Joey, whose family was from Naples so he could ignore the slight against Palermo, wondered what Sal would consider special.

“Sometimes I think it’s just firecrackers. But I don’t know. You can kill people with firecrackers, too, you know. It’s gunpowder.”

“Yeah,” said Joey. “Give me just a slice of that mozzarell’.”

“Sure, Joey.” He cut a fat white piece. Joey tilted his head back and lowered it carefully into his mouth. “Yeah, it’s good, Sal. But you ought to get some buffalo.”

“Yeah, I’ll keep them in Tompkins Park. With the hippie dippies.”

“Yeah, take care. Ciao.”

“Ciao,” said Sal A, and even Nathan across the street could see Sal A salute the backside of Officer Joey Parma with his middle finger. “Buffalo,” Sal muttered with an expressively quick bend of his elbow.

As Nathan and Sarah approached Tenth Street from the west side of the avenue and Joey Parma was coming up the other side, sweet-faced Ruben was waiting on the corner. He looked down Avenue A and then shouted across Tenth Street, “¡Bajando!” More than a dozen young men along the curbs of Tenth Street suddenly sat down casually on stoops and car fenders.

But Joey turned east and Ruben waved everybody up.

“Whaz up,” Ruben said to Nathan with a smile. Nathan did not smile back. “Oh, the stock market’s down?” It was some idea the local drug dealers had that if you did not deal drugs, you had investments on Wall Street instead. Those were the two games in New York in the 1980s, and everybody, they reasoned, must be playing one or the other—and some people were playing both.

It was important to Nathan that Ruben smiled and made an effort, because that was showing respect. That was all you needed to get along in the neighborhood.

Walking down this block of Tenth Street—in four-four or cha-cha-cha—a dozen times dealers whispered the word “Smoke?” There might be other reasons for walking down the block, but anyone on Tenth Street who was not a cop was worth a try.

The dealers had been there since the neighborhood became famous in the 1960s. People from all over the city came down by subway, in expensive polished cars that were always parked in garages, and in long white limousines, to do business with the merchants who stood on the street stupidly repeating one word—“Smoke?”

Many of the people on the block were cops—federal agents, city police, special task forces. They hid out in unmarked delivery trucks or delivery trucks with uninspired logos—a printed name such as BOB’S BREAD with no picture or slogan.

Somehow Nathan had gotten to the age of fourteen without ever trying drugs. This was not a principled position. He had wanted to try them, but he was afraid of the lean, vicious-looking men who sold them. It was exactly like the way he had longed to have the corrupt worldly experience of one of those plump, oddly dressed women on Eleventh Street. But he was afraid of the men who sold them, too. And at any moment he might run into his father, who did not seem to completely approve of him and was forever wandering the streets, singing Irving Berlin songs. As a child, Nathan thought Harry was checking up on him. Only as an adult did he understand that this local wandering was simply what Harry did. Harry had come to New York not so much to seek his fortune; he came to be lucky. He was the lucky New York son of a luckless European family, and he wandered the streets of his neighborhood singing, not checking up on anyone but just waiting for luck to meet him in the street.

Mordy, a year younger than Nathan, was not afraid of running into his father, getting caught, being wrong, or anything else. It was not that he was particularly courageous. He simply lacked the valuable sense of danger. He tried a woman on Eleventh Street when Nathan had still not tried anyone. Of course, Mordy, in what was to become a pattern for life, had no money to pay her. At the time Nathan did not appreciate this accomplishment, because he did not know that you always had to pay first. But Mordy, at fourteen, had talked a prostitute into a gift, a moment of whimsy or perhaps a yearning for innocence that earned her a beating that chipped a tooth. And then Nathan, full of envy and resentment, had to get the money and pay it to a fat man with a broken nose—you could almost make out the outline of someone’s knuckle in the dent in his nose—so that he would spare Mordy.

Nathan’s urge for those women passed without his ever having sampled. He did soon taste the smoke at a party on Rivington Street where they played Motown music—“Sugar Pie, Honeybun,” over and over again. The other thing Nathan remembered about that party was that it was the first time he ever heard the term “East Village.” Nathan had grown up in a neighborhood called “the Lower East Side.” His mother, Ruth, had grown up there when it was just the East Side. Manhattan was getting more and more labels. At this party, as time stood still from his first inhalation of marijuana, he heard someone say, “You know, they are going to start calling this neighborhood ‘the East Village.’” The term took hold as predicted, except that it never did include Rivington Street.

For some years after that, Nathan bought his smoke on this block of Tenth Street. A fast $5 bill for a “nickel bag.” Mordy was still buying nickel bags. A nickel bag wasn’t as big as it used to be. But it didn’t need to be. The bags got smaller and smaller, but the smoke got stronger and stronger, and after so many years of smoking, it seemed to take Mordy only an occasional puff or two to maintain himself in a distant and timeless state.

In the 1960s, Nathan, Mordy, and everyone they knew bought smoke on the block. People liked marijuana because time stumbles by goofily—a minute, an hour, an evening—and they all stood on the street letting time escape them. Nathan started wondering what was happening to that time. In fact, he was worrying more and more about time. So he stopped. And now he didn’t smile at the pushers. Everyone agreed that if you didn’t smoke in the sixties something was wrong with you, but if you still did in the eighties you were just as wrong. The window for drug correctness was small and narrow.

The street pushers also changed. The Puerto Ricans from the other side of First Avenue moved in. Now Dominicans were starting to push out the Puerto Ricans. The Dominicans, not welcomed by the Puerto Ricans, had built their own neighborhood, turning dying Rivington Street into a boulevard of restaurants and grocery stores. The Puerto Ricans complained that these stores kept the entire neighborhood up all night with loud merengue music and that they were all selling crack down there, the new drug that seemed to make people crazy. Some Dominicans may have been selling crack, but there were also a lot selling bananas, cane juice, and coconut ices. The logic-defying Puerto Rican response was that Dominicans wore no socks. Dominicans, they insisted, were uncivilized because they ate bananas and wore no socks.

Crack was showing up near the East River where the Puerto Ricans lived in tall building projects and also in the old tenements where the Jews had left mezuzahs behind. All over the neighborhood, tiny vials with bright plastic covers turned up wedged in the pavement cracks the way until a few years before, syringes and needles used to be found. Neighborhood people, and the police as well, preferred heroin addicts dozing off in St. Mark’s or Tompkins Square to wild-eyed, crazed crack-heads. If the drug pushers had kept anesthetizing everyone with marijuana and heroin, their trade might have lasted in the neighborhood indefinitely. But crack was causing trouble. Where these tiny colored caps were found, there were crazy people, robberies, muggings, breakins.

On Tenth Street they sold only smoke. If they had sold crack on Tenth Street, Nathan would have had to move his shop, and he did not want to move because his parents owned the building, and the only way a photocopy shop could keep open charging as little as he did, which was all his clientele could afford, was to have a rent-free office space.

Young, well-dressed uptowners came down to buy smoke on Tenth Street in the same well-waxed, expensive cars as were used by the aging Jews who drove in from Long Island and New Jersey to shop in the delis and fish shops. The smoke crowd drove down on Friday night, the smoked fish crowd drove in on Sunday. The neighborhood was a respectable drug-trafficking area, although it’s true, the pushers did not always look too good. There was one huge man with a big mop of black hair and furious eyes who would hobble down the street looking as if his head were about to explode and he was struggling to keep it on.

And none of this bothered Nathan. It was his neighborhood, and he liked the way the street was lined with people who made a distinction between him and outsiders. Nobody said, “Smoke?” to him, because he belonged. Sometimes a new pusher would be working the evening and he would say to Nathan, “Smoke?” because he didn’t know. One of the regulars would lightly punch the new man in the biceps and say, “¿Qué hace, maricón? He don’t fucking want you.”

The pushers made Nathan feel safe. No one was going to do anything to him, his family, or his photocopy shop as long as the pushers were out there. Nobody came onto this block to rob or bother children or steal cars. And the pushers tried hard to keep people like Nathan appreciative of them. They seemed to know that at any time, the people of the neighborhood could rise up and push them out.

Nathan knew how to be just cold enough so that they knew to respect him, but not so cold that they would single him out if things went wrong some night. Because he knew, though you never saw it, that they had guns. At least the lookouts did. The ones nonchalantly passing their evenings on the corners. Ruben probably had a gun.

Recently, Nathan’s attitude had begun to shift. The change had started with Sarah’s birth. He could not forget those hours of holding Sonia’s hands while she writhed in pain that he could not even imagine, struggling through what was termed “an easy labor.” The pushing, the struggling, the tearing. Sarah came out in a gracefully arced little swan dive into the doctor’s hands. It was the only graceful motion in the entire ordeal. He held her, looked into her curious eyes. She was already preparing questions.

As he turned to look at Sonia, his eyes had swept through the room like the panning camera of a documentary filmmaker, and he was astounded by the sight. The room looked like the scene of a massacre. Blood was splattered on the walls, clotted on sheets, puddled on the floor, under the table. Why was it like this? What had nature intended? This, then, was life, a violent and dangerous struggle.

And that had made him start looking differently at the streets of his home. They were full of garbage and disease and drug dealers with loaded guns. Probably one of them had shot Eli Rabbinowitz, a nice man who never hurt anyone, thought Nathan, who had never tried to give him a massage. Nathan was having these thoughts was not hearing the discussions of Eli Rabbinowitz’s remains. One dealer insisted that “the fucking cops spent all fucking mañana fitting pieces together so they could put together his face to see who the fucking pendejo was.” Fortunately, the one who insisted that the body was headless and that the police were still searching the neighborhood for the missing part was imparting this news in Spanish.

[image: image]

Should he be like the new smarts? Nathan wondered. Like Maya’s parents? Did he need to start earning money for types of schools he had never heard of? What did he have to do to make life safe for her?

When Sarah was riding on his shoulders, he felt an unreasonable hostility stir at the sight of the pushers. He didn’t want Ruben’s sweet-faced, friendly nod when Sarah was up on his shoulders, waving and laughing at the funny world. But there it was. Sarah looked down from Nathan’s shoulders at the sweet-faced man and drew his portrait in her notebook, which she balanced on her father’s head—two zigzags across the page.


CHAPTER THREE

Talmudic Shortcomings

NATHAN WOKE UP on a Friday morning with the unshakable sense that during this day he would commit a catastrophic error in judgment. Something had been written by the gods, and as he walked to the Meshugaloo Copy Center, Nathan Seltzer knew this was one Friday that he would regret.

He pulled open the gate of his store, rolling up a dozen indecipherable spray-painted names. “Seltzer!” shouted out Carmela, a name that means “Candy.” Carmela was already living above the shop when he first opened it, one of his father’s old tenants who paid a few dollars rent. She spent the entire summer sitting half out her window on the fire escape. There used to be many more on the other fire escapes, and they all shouted to one another. But in recent summers almost everyone had bought air conditioners, which hummed and dripped, and they had all gone inside and closed their windows, leaving Carmela with no one to shout at but Nathan and his customers. She planted her spacious denim-covered posterior—a nice posterior, though a bit overstated for white people, as she herself once observed—on the window ledge and twisted to see the street traffic below. “What’s the problema? Slow down. Quiere me to take you to Cristofina to read tu fortuna?”

Nathan had never seen a reason to believe that Cristofina could read fortunes. But Carmela, on the other hand, had uncanny abilities.

People often sense that they are about to encounter fate, but usually once they do, they don’t recognize it. That is why they go to fortune-tellers. At first Nathan thought his fateful moment would be the meeting. It was a slow summer Friday, and as Nathan decided to close his shop a few minutes early to get to his meeting, turning off a Beethoven quartet before its urgency had quite mounted and putting out water and dried food for the always hungry Pepe Le Moko—wasn’t he finding enough mice to eat?—he had a sense of some misfortune beshirt—fated. It was even possible that the entire reason for this doomed feeling he had awakened with was that he knew he had this meeting. He had been contacted by a growing chain of photocopy stores called Copy Katz. Nathan thought it was a clever name. The man’s name was Ira Katz.

Nathan took a subway, the F train from Houston, to their offices west of Fifth Avenue in the Fifties. Immediately he could see that Ira was not the owner of Copy Katz in the way that he, Nathan, was the owner of Meshugaloo Copy Center. It was more complicated for this fast-growing company that already had fifteen copy stores in Manhattan alone.

Their office was in a building so perfectly air-conditioned that it was climateless, odorless, temperatureless—an experiment in total sensory deprivation. Nathan tried to remember from his childhood if this was one of the tests given to qualify as an astronaut. Could you withstand several hours in a climateless environment? The chairs were all very large, which may have been intended to make the people in them feel very small, the same way Sarah sat in chairs dreaming of the day when her legs could reach the floor.

“What is Meshugaloo Copy?” Ira Katz wanted to know, probably noting that his name wasn’t Nathan Meshugaloo.

“It comes from a song. From the sixties?”

He could see that they were worried about the mere mention of the sixties. Their offer had been simple—or at least that was how they’d put it. Five hundred thousand dollars for his business on Tenth Street.

“Why do you want it?”

“We like the location.”

“Tenth Street?” Katz could be a drug dealer. You could never tell.

“We believe in the future of the neighborhood.”

Five hundred thousand dollars. Nathan was not good with large numbers, but it seemed that this was a lot of money. But there was a problem with the Copy Katz offer. They required that he sign an agreement not to open another copy store in the neighborhood.

He did not have to be in this business. He had gotten into it by chance. In college he had studied music history without ever asking how he would earn a living from that. He wasn’t even a musician, as his father always pointed out: “He studies music, but he doesn’t play.”

So much seemed fated. There was a cosmic string that started with Nathan’s fascination with the life of Beethoven and carried for more than twenty years to his big mistake. Would the one have happened without the other? Growing up, Nathan had never heard anything good about anything German except apple strudel, which was said to be Jewish. German was the pariah culture and the ugly language. But then there was the music. What did the words of Schiller mean in the last movement of the Ninth? And for that matter, what wondrously beautiful things were Adam and Eve saying in Haydn’s “The Creation”? Nathan wanted to read letters and criticism by Beethoven’s contemporaries. Soon he was learning the ugly language to understand beautiful music, learning it with surprising ease, since the German language, like apple strudel, tasted a bit like something Jewish. Not only was it not that ugly, but it bore a surprising similarity to Yiddish, which he had been listening to, though not really understanding, all his life.

As he left the meeting on this Friday, Nathan could not yet see how the German language would direct his destiny, but it was probably the beginning, the first opening without which the mistake probably couldn’t have happened two decades later. Life moves in tiny increments, with hidden causes and effects. Beethoven’s symphonies had taught him that no note or phrase is without later consequence. The gentle role of an oboe leads to a bellyful of strings, which opens the way for the rampage of a full orchestra. And the oboe had started so quietly. Nothing in life happens suddenly. There were always hidden events that created an opening, started a pathway, like invisible advance men who cannot be controlled because their work is never seen.

Nathan’s only instrument was a harmonica, which Harry insisted was not a real instrument. What was worse, he played a classical harmonica. He could play Beethoven violin sonatas on the harmonica. Harry, who not only didn’t like harmonicas but disdained classical music, shook his head in despair. His other son, Mordy, also had musical interest, but, even less comprehensible to Harry than a classical harmonica, Mordy composed music on a computer that was played without any musical instruments at all. In fact, since Mordy did not have the equipment, his music was never played. But certainly to Harry it would not have been music.

When Harry complained to his wife about their sons’ music, she would burst into an ironic laugh and say, “Oboy, meshugene gens, meshugene gribbenes.” Crazy parents have crazy children.

Maybe life was entirely beshirt. Nathan recalled from college that Kant had said this in his infelicitously titled Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in der weltbūrgerlichen Absicht: “What appears to be complicated and accidental in individuals, may yet be understood as a steady, progressive, though slow, evolution of the original endowments of the entire species.” Aside from the fact that Nathan’s parents hated the way their son could quote Kant and had squandered his education on mastering words such as weltbūrgerlichen, it was possible that a life was completely shaped by parents who in turn were shaped by grandparents so that a life in the East Village was shaped two hundred years ago by some forgotten incident on the Polish banks of the Vistula River.

Harry, another musician who could not play an instrument, could not see this. He managed the real estate holdings Ruth had inherited from her father. Her father, like Harry, had been a visionary down on his luck. Ruth’s father had realized that the children of the Jews in the shops in the Lower East Side were one day going to have money, and when they did, they would move north because in Manhattan history, people had always headed north for better spaces. So he invested everything he had on Avenues A and B, the area just north of the slum. He bought buildings and lots. The building in which the family now lived, large by neighborhood standards, was built by Ruth’s father, who had hired a noted 1920s architect. But the father had underestimated his neighbors; they did move north, but much farther than he had imagined—to the Bronx. Once the market crashed in 1929, he was ruined. Most of the Jews in the neighborhood had heard that after the market crash, he had leapt from his fine new building’s art deco roof onto the pavement of Avenue A. The story was not true; he had died of illness in 1932, leaving his family with a great deal of unwanted real estate.

Ruth married Harry, an immigrant who always insisted that he had been a music impresario in Warsaw. Even when he spoke very little English, he used the word “impresario” with great dexterity, though no one was sure what he meant by it. In New York he tried to produce concerts with stars from the Yiddish theaters on Second Avenue, but no one came. He moved on to jazz and even befriended Charlie Parker, who lived on the other side of Tompkins Square. He never questioned, though many did, how Harry Seltzer was able to mount a Charlie Parker concert. “He’s a friend,” Harry would explain irritably. Harry helped other people and assumed that other people wanted to help him. But his friend died of a drug overdose only weeks before the concert date, and Harry had to pay back the ticket holders, incurring a debt that took him years to settle. Seeking release from these obligations, he formed the real estate holdings into a corporation for the purpose of declaring bankruptcy. But Ruth would not let him declare bankruptcy, which she insisted was dishonorable.

Harry tried to produce concerts with Chow Mein Vega, but so few people came that it didn’t pay for the rental of the hall on Second Avenue and Harry slid further into debt. But Chow Mein had been a big star in the sixties when boogaloo was popular, and Harry never lost faith that boogaloo would one day be big again and when that happened he would be well positioned as an impresario.

In the meantime, Harry managed his wife’s real estate inheritance. Many of the lots and buildings were left unoccupied. Nonpaying tenants, squatters, had moved in. In most cases the squatters improved the properties, and since Harry did not have any other customers, he was happy to have them stay. He could not have forced them out in any event because he thought of them as his friends. The only really paying building was the one he lived in. Except for his apartment and Nathan’s, they were all rented. Of course, Mrs. Kleinman did not always pay because of her postal problems. Birdie Nagel in 2H, whose name wasn’t really Birdie but was always referred to that way because she spent most of her time feeding birds, had not paid since her husband died in the late 1960s. “What am I going to do, evict a nice lady like that?” Harry argued. And it was a good argument. Everyone in the neighborhood had seen evictions—burly men roughly carrying possessions to the street, the door sealed with tape. In this neighborhood, evicted tenants ended up squatting in a building down the block, which chances were Harry owned, or they ended up living on the street in front of the building, like Arnie, who had been evicted ten years earlier from the building around the corner from the pallet on which he now lived.

Harry had offered an apartment to his other son, Mordy But Mordy, who took home a considerable array of women, did not want them scrutinized for ethnic origin by his parents. He settled into an abandoned building on Second Street that he had decorated with trees and vines that he made of papier-mâché and was festooned with sardonic graffiti in dripping letters, most of which he had scrawled himself. He had written his favorite message, “Rehab Is for Quitters,” on several other buildings, some of which were owned by his parents.

Mordy was the family nogoodnik. Parents always make this mistake. In every family that has two children of the same gender, one is always marked the nogoodnik and the other the allrightnik. The parents so label them at such an early age that they invariably grow up to live out their designated labels.

That was why Mordy had assumed his role as the third generation of failed entrepreneurs but Nathan, feeling the pressure of being the allrightnik, had opened a photocopy store. Nathan was no more capable of charging neighborhood people for photocopies than Harry had been able to charge them rent. But he did manage to charge enough to cover his operating expenses, which were not much because his family owned the building. Artists from the neighborhood—poets, painters, musicians—would come to Nathan because he would not only charge very little, but he could spend an hour or more working with the artist on just the right layout and size for the poster or flyer.

Nathan felt that he should take the half million dollars from Katz, but he also knew that the store that would replace his would not help East Village artists and so it would not contribute to the neighborhood. Instead, it was part of an attempt to drive all of them out and replace them with people like the parents of Sarah’s inconstant best friend, Maya.

These were the issues being juggled—several balls too many—in his mind while seated on a contour-molded bench on a downtown F train burrowing under Greenwich Village to a clearly un-Latin beat. It was a fox-trot. Chow Mein would have called it a Jewish beat. One-two, three and four. One-two, three and four. Suddenly the rhythm changed. Somewhere under Manhattan in a dark and barely lit tunnel of rock, the train slowed and then stopped. Nathan felt the oxygen steadily depleting, as though movement had created the oxygen, the same way fish have to keep water moving through their gills to breathe. His heart was throbbing, reverberating through the thick cavities of his frail body, shaking him, thudding loudly enough for the other passengers to hear.

He realized that he was having a heart attack. His body was chilling and heating up at the same time, feeling cold inside while his skin was burning and sweat was
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