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1. A Rude Awakening



The hammering on the door was so loud and long it woke Daniel Spiegel up to the thought he was still back in Germany.

It still took him time to remember where he was on waking, even after five years in this apartment. He could never quite get settled in a place. Whenever he woke up, there’d be that disorientation you feel when you wake up on vacation, or in a new place, that few seconds of Where am I again…? Oh yeah. Here. It had been worse when he first arrived in New York of course, moving from place to place, from pillar to post. Back then it had taken a few minutes, and there’d been the added confusion of wondering where Klara was. But after a while the minutes it took to remind himself he was safe (sort of), but he’d probably never see Klara again, had gotten fewer; by the time he did see her, she wasn’t really the same person he’d known anyway, and the time they spent together was a brief, sad, strange, haunted time, like living with a ghost, and—

Who was that knocking?

He wondered if that damned old Nazi woman had reported him to the cops for throwing her poisonous, hateful leaflets into the gutter to get scattered on the freezing winds. Was it them battering at the door?

A sudden panic tore at Daniel Spiegel’s heart, making it hammer at his ribs the same way someone’s club-like fist was currently striking the thin wood panel between that someone and him. It still got to him after all these years. He wondered what it would feel like. The fat fist enveloped in the thick leather glove, tightening around his shirt collar. The smell of boot polish. The stink of beery sweat cooked inside a heavy, gray overcoat and a starched, black uniform.

But this was New York 1965, not… back there, back then. Had such a hand taken a hold of him then, he might not be here now—on this world, period; never mind this new world.

Not that he hadn’t come close. Wearing a yellow star with the word “Juden” on it made you a target no matter how much you kept your head down. It seemed only a question of time before some puffed-up little Hitler singled you out and thought Let’s have some fun with this one. The last time he’d heard that sound, he and Klara had managed to get out the back way, but only he had made it out of the country…

All these thoughts and ragged memories swarmed through his head as he stumbled toward the door, calling hoarsely “Who’s there?” He wanted some idea of the nature of the visitor on the other side, pounding on its as yet unyielding surface. Maybe there was no one there at all—nobody visible at least. The relentless tattoo was beginning to remind him of that haunted house movie, the scene with Julie Harris and Claire Bloom in the bedroom. He’d had to walk out of the cinema at that point. It wasn’t that he was scared of ghosts: just that it had conjured those of his past too strongly.

“WHO. IS. THERE?” he bellowed.

The knocking stopped.

“Dan?” said a muffled voice, familiar but hoarse and weak.

Hardly surprising he had a frog in his throat after damn near telling Spiegel his life story the day before.

Daniel opened the door a touch, the chain preventing the aperture from widening. Even though he knew who it was now, it was a habit.

Herb Fry’s face peered in, his eyes red, his chin salt-and-peppered with stubble. Spiegel could see at a glance he hadn’t slept much.

“You gonna let me in or what?”

Despite the fact Fry hadn’t even wished him good morning, he fumbled with the catch until the chain came off.

The door sprang free and so did Fry, almost pinning Spiegel against the wall of the small, cramped room.

“When were you gonna tell me what you knew about her?”

Spiegel pushed him off, and he sat down heavily on the couch, like all the fight had suddenly drained out of him.

“Sure, take a seat,” said Spiegel. “How about I make us some coffee…”

He rubbed his eyes, knuckling out the little granules the Sandman had left in the night. It had taken him years to get to the stage where he could have such a deep and dreamless sleep from time to time. Most nights Klara still howled to him from a creaking hell-bound cattle-truck.

As he clattered around his corridor kitchen, Fry called out to him from the next room.

“Is that okay, Dan? Look, you want I should do it? Are you even allowed to today? I mean, it’s Saturday. The Sabbath, right?”

Spiegel chuckled.

“No need for you to play Shabbas Goy,” he called back. “I don’t set too much store by religion. I used to. But Our Lord was supposed to look after us Chosen People if we did everything according to the Law. And did He?”

He left the question hanging before answering it.

“The way I figure it, after nodding off through the Shoah, He’ll just have to put up with me breaking the Sabbath.”

Fry laughed, which Spiegel supposed was a good sign.

“‘On the seventh day He rested,’” he went on, “but what kinda schmuck really believes He built the world in a week anyways?”

The coffee was soon ready. Spiegel brought it through and set it down on the small, rickety occasional table. He sat down on the other couch, thinking about how to approach the matter of his former association with his partial namesake Marilyn Spiegel.


2. Some with a Knife, Others with a Fountain Pen



Did you ever read the comic-books, Herb? (he began) Well, I did. The Action Comics were an escape, and a good way to learn the language, the pictures helping you to understand what the words were about. I didn’t speak much English when I got here. I was a bit put off by Superman at first. But I soon found out he was my kind of guy. Where I came from all the supermen had blond hair and jackboots, but this one was kind of different. His hair was jet-black for a start. He’d had to leave his home in something of a hurry too and start over in a whole new land. He had to hide his identity and get himself an everyday name and everyday job. Blend in. So the alien refugee Kal-El became the more Anglo-Saxon sounding Clark Kent. I also noticed one of the guys who wrote this stuff had a similar name to mine: Jerry Siegel. And Joe Simon and Jack Kirby, who invented Captain America to bash the Nazis? They were born Hymie Simon and Jacob Kurtzberg.

But there was another caped crusader doing the rounds I just couldn’t get on with. Remember the Dog Meat Man?

No?

Not many people do.

One of those comic-book characters who never quite took off, though he had quite a following back then.

Some call him the Blood-Hound, others the Black Shuck,

Some call him Anubis, but the crooks are out of luck,

When his leash and muzzle across the night appears,

Communists and bankers flee—he is their greatest fear!

This fatal masked avenger has a bark but also bite,

Protecting decent citizens when darkness threatens light

From Moscow and from Wall Street with vile conspiracy

To break up our great Nation for plunder and piracy.

Well, you can see why he didn’t catch on. Just a pale imitation of the Batman comics, possibly even a forerunner. But it was worse than that—like reading Der Sturmer all over again.

This is how it goes.

Brad Kane is the one millionaire in Warbuck City who made his money honestly. A cabal of corrupt, hook-nosed financiers in the pay of the Kremlin stiff him and he’s out on his ear—in the dog house, you might say! He builds himself an underground base in the sewers—called the Kennel of course, all wood and wire and bones in dog bowls. Then he takes masked revenge on them, armed only with a dog leash he brandishes like a noose and his own dentally-enhanced jaws. But they’ve got friends in high places of course and their own trio of bizarre costumed freaks to oppose him: the Red Claw, who wields a hammer and sickle; Fagin the Fink, and his gang of Jewish child gangsters; last but not least, Lady Golem, created out of clay by a sinister Rabbi for Fagin.

Now, when I heard about these comic-book villains, I began to ask myself if I’d met them someplace, or their real-life counterparts. I began to wonder too if I’d met their author and creator among those would-be beer hall putschers who wanted to refashion New York in the image of Albert Speer’s Berlin. Not necessarily. Not all warriors use weapons. Not all thugs beat you with their fists. Some sit behind type-writers. Some stab you with a knife, others with a fountain pen, to paraphrase a song I once heard about an outlaw.

Well, the only outlaw I ever knew personally was Meyer Lansky. But by the time we became acquainted his activities were semi-legal, thanks to the intervention of a certain Judge Nathan Perlman. He wasn’t Lansky’s greatest admirer, but he wanted the German American Bund driven out of town and he thought Lansky was the man to do it. When I first met him and he spoke of smashing the Bund, I was a bit confused, slow on the uptake.

“You mean the Jewish Labor Bund?” I asked. “What do you want to attack them for? They’re mishpocheh!”

Looking back, I guess I was lucky he didn’t crack my skull open there and then.

“You dummkopf!” he said with a laugh. “But it ain’t your fault. I can tell from your accent you ain’t from around here. Me neither. But then, who is?

“I’m talking about Herr Spanknobel’s mob, the German American Bund—the goys over here who support Hitler over there…

“Perlman never liked me,” he went on. “Well, he wouldn’t, would he? He was a New York State Judge and a nice Jewish boy. I was a… not so nice Jewish boy. But he could see the Nazis didn’t care whether the Jews were nice or not so nice, they wanted to get rid of them all anyways. So he came to me one day, and said Look Lansky, don’t look so worried, I don’t got my robes on, I’m gonna level with you. I don’t like these Bundists throwing their weight around. Could you do something about it? I’ll pay you whatever you want. Nathan, I said, you’re mishpocheh—I’ll do it for cost price. In fact, forget the dough, I’ll do it for bupkes. This is my mitzvah. It’s everyone’s fight anyways, but it’s good to know you got my back. Sure I do, said the judge, sure I do. Just one thing though.

“What? I asked him.

“Rough ‘em up. Punch ‘em, kick ‘em, put ‘em in the emergency room, do whatever you have to. Just don’t kill nobody.

“Feh! I said. What? He said. Gornischt, I said. You got it. What me—kill anyone?”

Then he laughed long and hard, his big, black eyes watching me carefully to see how long and hard I laughed, which I did of course, because I could tell in an instant that Lansky was
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