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Author’s Note









In the time and place in which this story is set it was common to use words like wop, mick, chink, nigger, spick and kike in normal conversation—sometimes with opprobrium, often not. In order to reflect the spirit of the time I have not bowdlerized its language. Readers who may find this practice vexing are forewarned.

The novel’s Bhotke Young Men’s Society never existed, though a Bodker Young Men’s Aid Association was very much in existence in the last century. My late father, Bernard L. Kestin, was a member. The actual Bodker Association was uninvolved in the events that follow, which are fictional.

So far as the author knows, the details of a vanished era in this book are all correct—but one. Find it if you can. And let me know via heshkestin@gmail.com. 
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Chapter 1









The notorious gangster Shushan Cats walked into my life through the doors of the Bhotke Young Men’s Society—in 1963 the only truly young man in the group was me—where I had become recording secretary the month before by a vote of 57 to 56 with three abstentions after it had been decided to switch the group’s official language to English. In one sense this was foolish, because while most of the members were fluent in Yiddish, Hebrew, Aramaic, Russian and Polish, in English there were few who did not sound like the character on the Jack Benny Show—when television was still mainly black-and-white—called Mr. Kitzel, whose voice, inflection and grammar made the average shopkeeper on Sutter Avenue, in Brownsville, the section of Brooklyn where I grew up, sound like Lawrence Olivier chatting airily with Vivian Leigh. 

Why did the Bhotke Society make the change from Yiddish? In those days being foreign-born was somehow suspect. The Red Scare was still on, though somewhat evolved. Only a few years before, Ethel and Julius Rosenberg were executed as nuclear spies, and now the US was engaged in, and apparently losing, a space race with the Soviet Union. Among the minorities Jews stood out, marked by a culture, to say nothing of a religion, that would not go away; aside from a few sects in odd corners, Jews were then the only non-Christians. In melting-pot America we were heat-resistant, tempered by several thousand years of being close to, if not in, history’s fires. In a largely Protestant nation, even the president, a handsome, charming and intelligent scalawag named John Fitzgerald Kennedy, had almost failed to reach the White House because many voters questioned whether his ultimate loyalty was to the Constitution or to the pope in Rome. While a younger and more affluent generation of native-born Jews felt as American as baseball, Frank Sinatra and Chinese food, the foreign-born, most of whom had escaped the Nazi ovens through pure luck, considered themselves marginal. For their sons the line between newly American and American never existed—many had fought in Korea, or in World War II, or both—but for the so-called greenhorns American was not a noun but a verb: you had to work at it. Even the longtime recording secretary, whose Yiddish was not only perfect but perfectly legible, voted himself out of the job in a flurry of nativism that would have given pause to the Ku Klux Klan. Because my late father had been a member, I was drafted: my English was perfect. In fact, it was at the first meeting at which I was in charge of the minutes that the doors opened with a flourish—they were double doors, and they were flung open—and I saw what would be my fate.

The figure who stood there—it seemed for minutes—was one of those small men native to Brooklyn who appeared to have been boiled down from someone twice the size, the kind who when a doctor tries to give him an injection the needle bends. Even in a belted camel-hair coat over a brown suit with sky-blue stripes he looked muscular, intense, dangerous. He may have had a baby-face and a baby-blue hat with a brown silk band, but believe me this customer was neither childish nor comical, though with the election of John F. Kennedy, bareheaded at his inauguration three years before, hats would already seem archaic, like music without a strong back-beat. (Whether as cause or effect, car roofs were growing lower every year, making hats impractical for men and women both.) The man at the rear of our meeting room could get away with it. Shushan Cats could wear a clown costume and cover his face in jam and feathers, but the way he stood there would nonetheless demand respect, if not outright fear. Unlike the Bhotke Society members, who had wives and children, who had jobs or businesses, who had in fact something to lose, this type, known in Yiddish as a shtarker, a hard-guy, had nothing to defend, not even his life. If you cut off his fists he would go after you with the stumps of his arms; cut off his legs and he would wriggle like a snake and bite into your femoral artery until you died and he drowned in the blood. Even the Italian gangsters stayed away. There was something in these tough Jews that created a micro-climate of anticipation, if not fear. These were the nothing-to-lose Jews who had fought to the death in the Warsaw Ghetto, the pimps who had run the white-slave trade in Buenos Aires, the Hebrew avengers who had strung up five British soldiers for every Jewish rebel hung in Palestine. In the thirties they had formed Murder Inc. to sell custom-made assassination to the Italian mobs. In boxing they had dominated the ring in the undernourished divisions. In business they had been ruthless. And after the war they had become the smooth operators who managed criminal enterprises for a Mafia that was long on muscle but short on the kind of entrepreneurial skills that would build Havana as the world capital of gambling, and when President Kennedy closed that down with an embargo to punish Fidel Castro, Las Vegas to take its place. It could be seventy degrees in a heated room in the Crown Heights Conservatory on Eastern Parkway, which rented such places to fraternal organizations, political groups and social clubs, but when Shushan Cats walked in he brought with him a chill.

Also he did not close the doors, which did not help.

The president of the Bhotke Society at the time was a dentist named Feivel (Franklin) Rubashkin (Robinson)—he was in the process of Americanizing his name, a popular occurrence in the sixties. Feivel stood six-foot-three, especially tall in those days, and was a health fanatic who lived on nuts and then-exotic items like avocados and artichokes that most people at the time would not even have known you could eat, much less how, and he kept himself in top condition by lifting weights and swimming a hundred laps a day at the Young Men’s Hebrew Association on Rockaway Avenue. But I didn’t need a microscope to see him give an involuntary shudder when the man in the doorway finally spoke.

“Is this the Bhotke club?” 

Addressing over two hundred men this way—all were turned around in their seats, only Feivel and I on the dais facing the door—was as close as anyone could get to asking the perfect rhetorical question. Poor Feivel looked at me as though to ascertain the truth: Is it? Is yes the right answer? Could someone else answer?

Whether because I was naive or simply took my new position as an officer of the Bhotke group seriously, I said in a clear voice: “It is.”

The shtarker stood in the doorway, letting in the cold. “My name is Cats,” he said. “My mother was born in Floris, next door to Bhotke. I understand people from Floris can become a member because there is no Floris association.”

Again it was left to me. I turned to Feivel, who nodded. “That’s true, ” I said with borrowed authority. I had never even heard of Floris. But I knew of Shushan Cats.

“So make me a member.”

“Please come in then.”

“I can be a member?” Cats said, so plaintively he sounded like a child who for the first time was offered love, or perhaps only acceptance.

“You have to fill out a card.”

“Okay.”

“And pay ten dollars initiation. Then it’s eighteen a year in dues, including for a cemetery plot.” As with most of the Jewish fraternal organizations, this was the big draw. The Bhotke group had a choice piece of real estate in Beth David Cemetery in Queens, squeezed in on either side between the Gerwitz Association and the Loyal Sons of Bielsk, and facing the huge plot of the Grodno Union.

“Not a problem,” the gangster said. Immediately he pulled a roll of bills the size of a baseball out of his pocket and peeled off a single banknote. “Ten to start, and another ninety, which takes care of five years. How’s my math?”

I don’t know where I got the nerve. “Maybe you’d like to shut the doors and come in,” I said. “There’s a draft.”

He took several steps forward. Behind him a large man in a light grey suit and a hat like a watermelon, both in color and size, appeared out of nowhere and closed the doors behind them both. Probably a bodyguard, he had a thin mustache like a dirty line over his upper lip. “That’s it, that’s the whole deal?”

Feivel, the president, looked to me. It appeared I was the designated speaker. “That’s it. Is there something on your mind, Mr . . . ?” Everyone in New York knew who he was.

“Cats,” he said with amused patience. “Shoeshine Cats.”

Now the entire membership swiveled back to look at me. From the moment the gangster had entered everyone had turned around in their seats, magnetized. The man had been on the front page of the Daily Mirror the week before, being pulled along by two huge detectives in a perp walk on his way to an arraignment for a whole menu of crimes, the least impressive of which was racketeering. The headline was typical of the day:



HE’S NO PUSSY

MOBSTER CATS 

BELLED BY COPS

SHOESHINE TO DA:

“DROP DEAD, NAZI!”



As he walked down the aisle toward me the gangster stopped to shake hands with those seated at the end of each row. It became a kind of triumphal procession. At each hand he would look the person in the eye and say, “How ya doin’?” or “Shalom Aleichem!” or “Good to see ya!” By the time he reached the dais even Feivel had relaxed sufficiently to press his hand. “Are you the boss?” Cats demanded.

“Dr. Robinson,” Feivel said to the accompaniment of a soft groan from several of the more unrepentent Yiddishists, who had never forgiven Isser Danielovitch, whose father had been a founding member, for changing his name to Kirk Douglas. “I’m the president. It’s not like a union, for life. My term ends in February.”

“A doctor?”

“Of dentistry,” Feivel said. He started looking for a card in his blue suit.

“A dentist ain’t no doctor,” Cats said, waving him off. “I got one. Fleishberg, on Pitkin Avenue.”

“Fine man,” Feivel said. He was becoming nervous again. There hadn’t been so much excitement in the Bhotke Young Men’s Society since the time—I was a child then but my father told the story—when Maurice Kuenstler’s wife broke in to accuse him of adultery with his secretary, a shwartzer at that. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Cats said, showing about as much patience as any of us had with Feivel, who had the job because nobody else wanted it. “Who’s the kid with the mouth?”

By this he meant me. “I’m no kid,” I said. “I’m the recording secretary.”

“You got a name too?”

“Russell.”

“Russell ain’t a name. It’s a half of one.”

“Newhouse.” I put out my hand.

Cats took it. His own hand was small, smaller than my own, but seemed to be made of some sort of warm steel, with no fat on it, just sinew. He held mine in his, trapped. “Russy,” he said. “I’m going to deal only with you, because you got a set of balls on you could sink a battleship. You’re my man in the Bhotke group, okay?”

My hand wasn’t going anywhere. “Okay.” 

“I’m a member, right?”

“Yes, Mr. Cats. Paid up for five years.” Most members were in arrears. The treasurer complained about it at every meeting. 

“So I got a spot?”

I looked down at his hand. A spot? A dot? A freckle? “A spot?”

“In Queens?”

I still didn’t get it.

“Where the dead go.”

“A cemetery plot? A spot in the cemetery?” Was this gangster preparing for the next world—would other gangsters or maybe the police burst in with guns blazing to rub him out right here in some settlement of accounts? Like everyone else in New York, I fancied myself an expert on the underworld, not least because the tabloids pushed the Mafia in front of our eyes every morning. For my consternation, my hand was gripped even more tightly.

“What are you, a wise guy?” Cats said. It wasn’t a question. “A minute ago I thought you was smart, now you don’t know one thing from the other? Yeah, a cemetery plot. What do you think I’m here for, the social life? The booze? The broads?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Sir? How old are you?”

“Twenty-one,” I said, adding only a year.

“Friggin’ old enough to vote and you can’t tell when a guy is in mourning? My mama died last night. She’s laying on a slab in Maimonides Hospital, in a frigerator, because we ain’t got nowhere to lay her for her internal rest.”

“Sir, I—”

“Don’t call me sir. You call me Shushan, not Shoeshine like in the papers. Shu-shan.” He turned to the rest of the membership. “Everybody else, you can call me Mr. Cats.” He turned back to me. “You’re a smart kid. I got a good feeling about you.”

“Thank you . . . Shushan.”

“Goddamn right,” the gangster said, giving my hand a further squeeze, tenderly now, as though it were a tomato being tested for ripeness. “So all the details, the arrangements, the hearse, the flowers, the invites, the rabbi, the gravediggers, all that shit, I’m leaving to you. I’m trusting you, Russy.” He released my hand—then grabbed it again, and pumped it like a well-handle. “You take care of my mama, Shushan Cats’ll take care of you.”





Chapter 10









This is not the way to Chinatown, I thought from the middle seat of the red Eldorado as Ira-Myra’s pointed it uptown. Maybe I had seen too many gangster movies, but when a certain kind of person takes another person for a ride and it is clear they are traveling in the wrong direction, it’s just as clear that something untoward may occur. I put this out of my mind. Why would Shushan want to knock me off? Hell, I didn’t know why Shushan did anything, though I did suspect there was a reason for everything he did do. But this clearly was not Chinatown. Shushan had been talking all day about getting a decent Chinese meal to close out the mourning period—it was the one thing we had not ordered in because, he said, Chinese places on the Upper East Side were, in his own word, “deracinated.” How he knew the word was at least as much a mystery as how he knew, a couple of decades before anyone else did, one Chinese cuisine from another, and how he knew enough to determine what was or was not deracinated within it. Seated to my right, Shushan had not said a word since we had entered the car. It was his first day out of the hotel room, his first shave, his first glance in a mirror. For that matter, though I’d gone for a stroll every day to pick up the papers, it was pretty much my first real outing as well. Having shared his mourning, I now shared his relief at its conclusion. On the radio the Four Seasons were blasting out “Walk Like A Man,” whose macho advice was delivered in a strident falsetto, medium and message perfectly out of whack. 

It was the first music I had heard in a week, and I imagined this must be what prison is like: you remain the same while the world changes around you. In a matter of days Shushan’s trial would begin. I was wondering if this was on his mind as well when Ira-Myra’s deftly pulled the big boat into a parking place in front of a small church on East 132nd Street in Spanish Harlem, right under a sign that read: 



CHURCH

NO PARKING



“You ever been in a Roman Catholic church?” Shushan asked as he got out.

“Once or twice.” I realized this was not an idle question. “I’ll wait.”

“Get out of the fucking car, college boy,” was his answer. 

I got out of the fucking car. A light rain was falling. Lit by a street lamp, the spray of tiny droplets seemed to be falling only here: beyond the light it was merely a soft November evening, not raining at all. I considered how easily the eye can deceive the mind. “You changing religion?” I asked brightly.

Shushan rewarded me with the aborted beginnings of a smile. His eyelids scrunched up, his nose creased at the top above where the hook began, and even his ears seemed to draw together as though bowing to one another across the sharp planes of his face. But his mouth remained one solid line. “You sit where I show you, and you pay attention. If anyone’s gonna change his religion, college boy, it’ll be you. Look, listen and learn.”

Inside, the church was in semi-darkness. But even in this light it was clear it had seen better times. These streets had once been heavily Italian, an immigrant population so uniformly Roman Catholic that its churches were among the richest in the city, not so much because their parishioners were generous but because there were so many of them. In the past twenty years what had been Italian Harlem had been inherited by impoverished Puerto Ricans and Dominicans—many of whom even in their homelands had defected to Evangelical sects. It was simple economics—there were too many churches for too few clients. In the ensuing years dozens of churches in Spanish Harlem would be closed by the Archdiocese of New York, but in the sixties the empty collection plates in many churches were unable to fund routine maintenance or even regular cleaning. I had only to look up: high above at the top of the nave two pigeons seemed to have made a home. They squawked and dipped. The church had a distinct smell, and not a good one. It was as if small animals had died in its walls. The bench I sat on at the front had not been polished by anything but Catholic behinds for a long time. Behind me Ira-Myra’s took a seat. Shushan went right to the confessional, behind whose old-fashioned grills low wattage bulbs burned with little effect.

“Bienvenidos, mi hijo,” came a voice in New York-accented Spanish from the left-hand grill.

“Good evening, father,” Shushan said quietly. 

“Good evening, my son. We don’t often have English-speakers. Are you here to confess your sins?”

“Yes, father.”

“When is the last time you confessed?”

“A long time, father,” Shushan said. 

“How long, my son?”

“Maybe never, father.”

“Maybe?”

“Never, father.”

There was a pause. I could not help but imagine what the priest was thinking: never confessed, a stranger who has found a church far from where he lives. Probably it was not uncommon, the sons or daughters of Italian immigrants returning to confess theft, adultery, murder or—infinitely worse—lapse of faith. “Have you sinned?”

“Oh, yes, father. I have sinned.”

“I am here,” the priest said. 

“I have taken the name of the Lord in vain.”

“Is that all, my son?”

“I have stolen.”

“Yes, my son.”

“I have killed.”

A long pause. “Tell me more, my son. In the eyes of Christ we are all sinners.”

“You know how it is, father. Do I need to tell you the details?”

“In the eyes of Christ all may be forgiven, but only if truly confessed.”

“In Korea, in the war, I shot a man.”

“In war it is necessary to kill.”

“I shot him in the back, father.”

“Was there reason, my son?”

“Oh yeah, father. He was an American officer, running away.”

“And was this the only time you killed, my son?”

“I killed a lot of Koreans. North Koreans. Maybe some were Red Chinese. You couldn’t tell. They wore Korean uniforms. It was at the Chosin Reservoir. All the others I shot in front.”

“You were in the army?”

“The Marines, father. First Marine Division. No better friend, no worse enemy.”

“I am sure you fought bravely and did not sin.”

“Also several wops, a mick and two kikes.”

“In the army, my son?”

“No, father, the Marines. Not in the Marines. Just in life.”

“Tell me about this, my son.”

“It was just what happens.”

Pause. “Tell me.”

“Well, you know, father. It’s New York. It’s not Iowa or somewhere. It’s what happens. Pretty much that’s it. What happens. It’s the kind of thing where if you don’t do it to them they do it to you.”

“Are you a policeman, my son?”

“Hell, no. Excuse me, father. No, far from it.”

“How far, my son?”

“Very far, father.”

A really long pause. I had grown up in the fifties, when radio was still alive, not yet fully replaced by television. I remember staying up late when I was eight listening to Gunsmoke and The Fat Man in bed: the deep voices, the eerie hyper-realism of the sound effects, the silences that foreshadowed some dramatic high point to come. “Tell me about the stealing, my son.”

“Ah, that was nothing, father. I mean, I was a kid. Does it count if you’re a kid?”

“And taking the name of our Lord—”

“You know, father, just God damn this, God damn that.”

“These are mortal sins, my son.”

“I figured as much, father.”

“Are you prepared to repent, to ask forgiveness of Jesus Christ our Lord?”

Now the silence came from Shushan’s side of the confessional. “Let me think about it, father. To repent, do you have to be a Catholic?”

From behind me Ira rose—in the way of really big men he moved gracefully, though the very bulk of him was a presence, as if the air around him were being pushed back, disturbed. He stepped in front of the priest’s side of the confessional, facing it as though to look through the grill. But the grillwork was meant for a seated man. It met Ira’s waist.

“Yes?” the priest said.

“I’m just waiting,” Ira said in his hoarse whisper.

“Please take a seat in the rear of the church, my son. I shall be with you shortly.”

Ira didn’t move.

“Do I have to be a Catholic?” Shushan repeated.

Pause. “Are you not a Catholic?”

“No, father.”

“Were you baptized, my son?”

“Uh-uh, father. Though I do like to swim. Sometimes I go out to Jones Beach in the summer. Florida and Mexico every winter. I used to go to Cuba, but since Kennedy went after the guy with the beard . . . .”

“You have no place here, my son,” the priest said. 

“Well, yes and no, father. I figured you might want to know who’s going to do it to you. You know, that I’m not some amateur.”

At this point the narrow door to the priest’s side of the confessional swung open and then was slammed back hard as it met Ira’s big shoe, which was then wedged tight against it.

“Be patient, father,” Shushan said.

“I have no money,” the priest said. “This is a poor church.”

“Hey, there’s more money in the Roman Catholic Church than in all the Rockefellers’ bank accounts combined,” Shushan said. “But I’m not interested in money. I got money. You ever read Shakespeare, father?”

“Shakespeare?”

“The Merchant of Venice?”

“What do you want?”

“A pound of flesh, father. You probably have a pound to spare. I mean, if you want to atone for your sins, you might consider parting with a pound or so. Or maybe your two brothers would volunteer in your place. A pound is all I want—”

“Shushan!”

“Shut up, kid,” he said. “This is between me and Father Bill here. Father Bill, right? You know, father, I don’t like to cast asparagus, and unlike you I don’t get involved in calling people on their sins, but your sister is something of a hot babe. Did she bother to mention she was the one who—”

“This is a church!” the priest shouted. “I’ll call the police!”

“You can call the fucking pope for all the good it’ll do, father. Just stay calm and we’ll get through this. Are you going to stay calm or would you prefer that we take you out of this box and nail you to the fucking cross where your parishioners can find you in the morning and maybe venerate your bones. Are you listening to me, father?”

“I’m listening,” the priest said quietly.

“Like I say, I don’t want to get into who’s right and who’s wrong, because even if your sister wasn’t getting vengeance on my friend Russell for losing interest—which you probably wouldn’t know about, but believe me it seems to be God’s plan for men and women—even if your sister, what’s her name?”

Silence.

“What’s her name, father? You want to cooperate or not? If not just let me know because we got ten-inch spikes and a hammer in the car—”

“Celeste.”

“Nice name,” Shushan said. “Look, I have a sister too. Hey, she doesn’t do what I want all the time. You can’t control the whole world. But what you did, that wasn’t right.”

“I did nothing.”

“You and your mick brothers beat the shit out of a good friend of mine.”

“I know nothing about it.”

“Ira,” Shushan said in a bigger voice. “Go to the car and get the Jesus tools.”

“I’m sorry,” the priest said quickly. “I was overcome with anger. Your . . . friend . . . dishonored our sister.”

“My friend fucked your sister and your sister fucked him right back. Do you want me to bring in the two witnesses to these repeated acts of carnal congress or will you take my word? Because if you don’t take my word I’m going to be offended.”

“I take your word.”

“Good,” Shushan said. “Are you ready therefore to confess your sin?”

“I may confess only to Jesus Christ.”

“He’s not in the room?”

“I may confess only to a priest.”

“Ira,” Shushan said, so conversationally it was like a suggestion to go out and pick up a pack of smokes. “Go out and see if you can’t round up a priest.”

“No!” the priest said. “All right. We were angry. We struck out. We punished your . . . friend.”

“Damn right,” Shushan said. “Now how about my pound of flesh?”

Silence. This was no radio drama. Still, with every stretch of blank air would come, I knew, another critical point in the narrative. As an old-time radio narrator might have put it, I was riveted to my pew.

“Father Bill, how about it?”

“I don’t know what you want. Whoever you are, please. I don’t know what you want.”

“Shushan Cats.”

“Shushan Cats,” the priest said. Apparently he read the papers. “Sir, you have no idea. This is a mistake.”

“A pound of flesh, that’s about the weight of an adult hand. I’ll take a hand.”

“A hand?”

“Right, left. No matter. Or a foot. No, better a hand. Either from you or from your brothers, or from all of you. How about you sit down and come up with five fingers between you?”

“Five fingers?”

“Technically that’s probably going to work out to less than a pound, but what the hell, father. Consider it a sheenie discount. You are familiar with the term sheenie? How about kike? Hebe? Hebe is good. A hebe discount. The regular price is one whole hand, but for you five fingers. Practically half price. What do you say?”

Silence.

“Father? You still with us, father?”

“Your friend attacked us.”

“Yeah, he hit you in the boot with a couple of ribs. Father, we’re getting close to cross-time here. Work with me.” He paused. “Russy!”

“I’m here.”

“You been following this theological conversation?”

“From the beginning.”

“What do you think?”

“Think?” Was I allowed to think? “I’m sure the father is sorry,” I said.

“You do? Does he repent, do you think? Father, do you repent? I mean, three big micks on one little kike kid, that’s probably a sin. It’s for sure a crime. If you think about it, more than one actually—aggravated assault, conspiracy, maybe even attempted murder. Do you repent, father?”

“I repent,” the priest said quietly.

“Louder, please, father.”

“I repent.”

“You know about the Second Vatican Council? In Rome? Of course you do. They may actually allow the liturgy to be in English. Or Spanish. Very democratic. If you don’t mind me saying so, a shrewd move. But probably it won’t bring in more clients. People like the mysteries. If you make everything too clear you lose them. It’s uncertainty. People are fascinated by uncertainty. But hey, it’s your fucking religion, father, not mine. I’m just speaking as an observer. Anyway, in whatever language, did you sin in busting up my friend?”

“I sinned, Mr. Cats.”

“So as I understand it, you have to do three things, right? You have to be sorry, deeply sorry. You have to seriously intend never do anything like that again, right?”

“Yes.”

“And you have to do penance according to the decision of the priest. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“I’m your priest, father. I want that hand.”

“I don’t . . . I don’t know what . . . .”

“Father, it’s like five Our Fathers and ten Hail Marys. It’s something you have to do. I suggest you discuss this with your brothers and in a month or so get back to me with your decision. What is it, November? Come back to me January. After Christmas. That’s probably a busy season for you, right? January second, say. January second okay with you?”

“January second?”

“What is it with you people? You want it in Latin? Talk to your mick brothers, I mean one cop and one fireman and one priest, that’s pretty mick, isn’t it, father?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know, Mr. Cats.”

“The only thing more mick would be a sister who’s a nun. But so far there’s no sign of that, right?”

“Mr. Cats, I— ”

 “Okay, father. We have an understanding. You talk to your brothers. Work it out on the fingers, the hand, whatever you prefer. You get the sheenie discount. If you want it. Otherwise, one whole hand. And the date you got?”

“January second.”

“Brilliant. Now before I go, I have to absolve you.”

Absolve me?”

“Sure. I’m your priest, right? I got it in my pocket. Just give me a sec. The light in here could be better. You might tell Pope John to do something about that. Okay, here goes: Dominus noster Jesus Christus te absolvat; et ego auctoritate ipsius te absolvo ab omni vinculo excommunicationis et interdicti in quantum possum et tu indiges. Now as I understand it the priest is supposed to make the sign of the cross. You do it for me. You doing it? Okay, back to the script. Deinde, ego te absolvo a peccatis tuis in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen. I know you know what it means, but we got some unbelievers here. Pay attention, gentlemen. ‘May our Lord Jesus Christ absolve you; and by His authority I absolve you from every bond of excommunication and interdict, so far as my power allows and your needs require. Thereupon, I absolve you of your sins in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Amen.’ Pretty good, huh? For a Jew?” A sound like a whimper came from the priest’s box. “I take that as a yes. Oh, one more thing, what they call the post-absolution prayer, but I can’t let that one go without your promising me you’ll do everything in your power to make sure your brothers don’t develop vigilante ideas and try to get back on Russy here, because if they do you are one dead priest, and so is your brother the fireman and especially the cop. Your sister, unlike you, I hold her more or less blameless. Women get pissed off. It’s understandable. Now, promise me, father, you’ll do everything in your power to let cooler heads prevail.” 

“Yes. I will, Mr. Cats.”

“Delighted to hear that, father. Okay, here goes. Passio Domini nostri Jesu Christi, merita Beatae Mariae Virginis et omnium sanctorum, quidquid boni feceris vel mail sustinueris sint tibi in remissionem peccatorum, augmentum gratiae et praemium vitae aeternae. That’s it. Frankly, I hope we all have the reward of everlasting life, though the Jewish idea, and Jesus wasn’t exactly an Irishman, is this one counts more. Father, it might be a good thing if you sat in your closet for a while after you hear us leave.” The right-hand door opened. Shushan stepped out, slipping a folded sheet of paper into his inside breast pocket. “Gentlemen, I believe our work here is done. Anyone for Chinese? I could do with a little Hunan myself right about now.”





Chapter 11





On the way downtown the silence in the car echoed the silence going uptown, but this time there was an air of satisfaction that was so thickly palpable I could taste it. I didn’t dare speak to Shushan about what had occurred. In my mind I wasn’t precisely sure what that was. If Shushan believed intimidating Celeste’s brother—for that matter, all of them—would in some way push me further into his debt, at a certain point I would have to make it clear this was not the case. All it got me was further involved in something I could live quite well without. While the radio blasted a song that reminded me I had not so much as looked at a joint for a week—it was “Puff the Magic Dragon,” pretty much the pot-smoker’s anthem—I tried to think my situation through.

For reasons unknown, I seem to have been adopted. That was clear. Maybe it was my fault. Had I been sending out delirious signals that I needed a father or older brother? It was true my old man had died three years before, that I had grown up motherless, and that my father’s grief at her loss never seemed to allay itself in an emotional attachment to their only child. A lot of people had it worse. Me, I ate regularly, could depend on the old man if I got in trouble, and from time to time there was even the hint of warmth, maybe not enough to heat up the room but sufficient so that I did not freeze to death. And it wasn’t me who had walked into the Bhotke Young Men’s Society, it wasn’t me who had volunteered to organize Shushan’s mother’s funeral, or his mourning. It was just something that . . . happened. On the other hand, the idea that dominated the sixties was that nothing happened without complicity: Fidel Castro had taken over in Cuba because the US had long supported a series of brutal dictators; America was locked in a nuclear stalemate with the Soviet Union because neither side was brave enough to come to terms; in Vietnam we were getting deeper into a fight we wouldn’t win because we were too vain to understand what had happened there to the French. The ethos of the time was this: our failure—a nation’s, a group’s, an individual’s—was rooted in our own weakness or greed or lust or love or even in our genes. We could not blame someone else: we were our own enemy.

“What the fuck is this stupid gimme-another-joint-and-all-will-be-well shit?” Shushan said suddenly. He had apparently been paying attention to the lyrics; not even pot-smokers did that.

Ira reached forward to punch in another station.

“You know how many great themes there are for songs, kid?”

“Love,” I said. “Bravery. Loss.”

“Very good. Mostly it’s all love songs now. You believe in love?”

“I guess.”

“You ever been in love? Ira, what do you think, you’re in love, right?”

“Right, boss.”

“And well you should be. So what do you say—as a lover, you see this kid believing in love?”

“I don’t know, boss,” Ira said, turning right to head around the Washington Square Arch, where folk singers and junkies were scattered around the fountain in the mostly concrete park like medieval jongleurs, their music blowing in on the wind through the open windows of the convertible. As if to hear them better, Shushan dropped the top, which lifted itself automatically from the roof, seemed to catch the air like a parachute, momentarily buffeting the huge Caddy as it came around the west side of the square, and then settled into itself, the canvass and mechanism hidden as though they had never been. 

“I dreamed I saw Joe Hill last night . . .” someone sang from the fountain to the accompaniment of several guitars and a banjo before the verse trailed off as we moved south.

“Heroism, yeah, and sacrifice,” Shushan said. “In a way it’s always about sacrifice. Love, that’s sacrifice. Look at Ira here. Big handsome mug like that can get all the pussy in five boroughs, and all he thinks about is taking care of his Myra. Isn’t that right, Ira?”

“That’s about it, boss.” 

“Every great song, when it comes right down to it, it’s about sacrifice. Putting yourself in the way of something powerful, standing up to it, standing for it, standing against it. You think those coloreds getting dogs set on them in Alabama they’re not sacrificing themselves? That’s a wonderful thing. I don’t know if it’ll work. But I do know they must feel real good about themselves. Even if one of them loses an arm or a leg he’ll feel like the subject of a song. You know what I’m saying, kid?”

“That’s a very romantic notion, Shushan,” I said, then realized I might be misunderstood. “By romantic, I don’t mean—”

“Shame on you, college boy. I know what romantic in that sense means. Tell me, who’s the most romantic modern poet?”

I took a shot. A great one had died just the month before. “Robert Frost?”

“Shit no,” Shushan said. “You know Auden?”

“Yeah.”

“What a man. Total pansy and he has more testosterone than everybody together in this car. You know how we can win in Vietnam? Make Wystan Hugh Auden and Allen Ginsberg run the show. Auden could handle the army, Ginsberg could be commandant of Marines. I don’t give a damn about the Navy and Air Force. They’re just technical. But on the ground those two would clean it up fast.”

“I kind of think they’re anti-war,” I said, perhaps snidely.

“Everyone’s anti-war, or should be.”

“Were you really a Marine?”

Shushan snorted. “Was I a Marine? Ira, was I a Marine?”

“You sure was, boss.”

“I was a good Marine. Let me tell you, there was a time I thought I’d make it my life. But circumstances—”

“Korea?”

“Oh, yeah. The Chosin people. That’s what they called us. You ever hear about the battle of Chosin Reservoir?”

“Was it bad?”

“It was fucking awful,” Shushan said. “That’s when I pulled the trigger on a guy for the first time. I mean, growing up in Brownsville, there’s a kind of Brooklyn thing. You could maybe kill someone, but maximum with a knife if he pulled one and you had to. But usually it was fists. You just beat the shit out of them and that was that. Okay, maximum a baseball bat. A baseball bat, it had a certain finesse, plus not illegal to carry. Better than a gun, actually, up close. But pulling a trigger, that’s a whole different dimension. That’s why I vote for Wystan Hugh Auden as head of the joint chiefs. Ginsberg, he’d make a great leader of the Corps. These are guys they don’t back down in the face of bad news. Although, let me tell you, Wystan is not the kind of guy who’ll let on what he thinks. Should be in the Mafia.”

“You can tell that from reading him? How do you know what he thinks other than what’s in his— ” I stopped. “Wystan?”

“You want to meet him? Miserable son of a bitch, but like I say, he’d make a fine general. You know what it takes to be a general?”

“A military mind?

“Kid, shut up with the wise cracks for a minute. This is serious. A general and a poet are exactly the same in one thing. What they do they have to do with critical efficiency. Not a word or an action wasted. And the action has to be more important than the man who creates it. You know Yeats?”

“You knew Yeats too?”

“Of course not. Yeats died fucking I don’t know forty years ago. I know Auden because he plays poker. You didn’t know that, WH fucking Auden plays poker? Badly, let me say. The man gets into dutch from time to time.” In the constraint of the front seat, squeezed between Ira’s shoulders rolling as he turned the wheel and Shushan’s smaller yet more sinewy frame that seemed to jerk when he jabbed with his left index finger as if lecturing the windshield, I was hammered every time Shushan wished to emphasize a point. “So what’s wrong with that? Everybody gets in trouble once in a while. Look at you, kid. You too, right?” When I didn’t answer he simply went on. “So what did Yeats say? He said, I’m not quoting exactly, that a poet has to choose between the perfection of his life and the perfection of his work. That’s why Wystan would make a hell of a general. A great general, all he cares about is the poem, the battle, each one, one at a time. Kid, do you know what I’m saying?”

I nodded. “But I don’t know why you’re saying it.”

“I’m saying Yeats didn’t have the whole of it. He didn’t go far enough. All a man is is what he does.”

“And this applies to . . . .”

“To everybody,” Shushan said. “There’s Justo.” He said it Yusto. “Pull up, Ira.” The big man stopped the car in front of a fire hydrant. Across the narrow street was a police precinct. Neither Ira nor Shushan seemed concerned. “I’m going to introduce you to someone who is going to be very important in your life.”

I could see a wiry man, hatless, in a light suit, dark shirt, light tie, standing smoking under a streetlamp in front of a restaurant in which small red-painted animals, ducks some of them, others looking mysteriously like unfamiliar mammals, were being turned on a spit in the window. The entire scene was straight out of some cheesy Hollywood film. I hadn’t been shanghaied by a gangster—I had been shanghaied by a gangster movie. “Chinga! Justo!” He turned back to me. “So why, you’re asking yourself, is Allen Ginsberg a natural to lead the Corps?”

“You know Allen Ginsberg too?”

“Met him once or twice,” Shushan said. “Not my kind of guy. Too much, you know, ganj. But he’s a Marine.”

“Allen Ginsberg is a Marine,” I said, following him out of the car. No one bothered to put up the top. The windows were down. On the windshield Shushan carefully tucked a twenty-dollar bill under the sidewalk-side wiper blade, either to take care of the cops or to show the world that no one in his right mind would dare touch it. “Okay, I give up. Why is Allen Ginsberg a Marine?”

“Because he don’t give a shit about anything but getting the job done,” Shushan said. “Goes to the sound of the guns. That’s a real poet.”

Shushan had me by the arm as we came up to the little guy in the gangster-movie get-up. “Justo, remember this kid did such a good job at the funeral? Russy the college boy. You got something in common, right?” He turned to me. “Justo went to City College. World’s best accountant. You know what? Justo’s been doing my books since after Korea and we haven’t been audited once.”

He was some sort of Latin, probably Puerto Rican, with that mixed-blood look, Spanish, Indian, black, maybe even a little Chinese, that seemed to demand the suspension of judgment of others because so much otherness was part of him. “I hear you did good for the shiva too,” he said. “Chinga son-of-a-bitch wouldn’t let me come to that. No spicks allowed.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Shushan said. “For the funeral and the shiva he was taking his family on vacation to Puerto Rico. I mean, scheduled for a year. What was he supposed to tell his kids—I can’t go because my boss’s mother passed? Anyway, spicks have to go back there once a year, just to visit the hubcaps they stole in New York.”

The street was misty from the rain, the light soft as it can be only when broken up by so many humans pulsing through the streets, the streets themselves alive with the commerce of fruit and vegetable stores open until midnight, seafood markets with the fish laid out like volunteer corpses, so pleased to greet you on their icy beds, a Chinese apothecary looking like a supermarket for clientele that was a whole other species, its dusty display window full of dried spiders, eviscerations of embalmed bats, and strange fleshy plants that seemed to be growing upside down in pots hanging from the ceiling; in a place of honor a large coiled snake, banded in black and red, moved slightly as though reacting to a dream, then settled back into mimicry of the dead. Tiny storefront restaurants were lined up like troughs on this side of the street; on the other were four-story tenements and the police station.  Shushan led us to the one restaurant with the mixed menagerie turning on spits in the window where, once inside, the rotisseurs in stained white uniforms and white forage caps greeted him with a familiarity that to me was effusive, exaggerated, surreal. Shushan returned the favor by shaking hands with all three countermen, who hastily wiped their red-stained hands on their aprons—each might have been indicted on murder charges based solely on apparel. “How you doin’?” Shushan said to each. “Tzing-tao!” Each in turn shouted back “Tzing-tao!” 

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” Shushan said. “But they say it all the time. Probably it’s fuck you. Looks like we came at rush hour.”

There was not a seat in the house. All of Chinatown seemed to have been compressed into this one restaurant, whose twenty or so tables held nearly a hundred people so squeezed together that raising chopsticks could be considered an act of aggression. The waiters physically forced themselves between the backs of chairs. One of them got to the front, repeating the whole Tzing-tao! routine with Shushan.

“Table for four,” the waiter said. “One minute.” He turned toward the kitchen where another waiter had already entered carrying a four-foot round table upside down on his head, followed by two more carrying a chair the same way. Our guy, obviously in charge, began barking in Chinese to the occupants of three tables in the middle of the room. They merely shook their heads. He shouted again. The waiters remained standing with the furniture over them. More shouting. 

“Hey, we can wait,” Shushan said. 

“You no wait. They finish. They finish, they go.”

As we watched the diners rush through their meals under the furniture poised above their heads, a bottle of Johnny Walker Black appeared in the hand of the headwaiter, who poured drinks for us as we stood. In three minutes one of the tables with two diners was abandoned, that table lifted out of the way and the larger table descended into its place with much shoving of the surrounding diners. The two new chairs were inserted at the table, a red cloth was unfurled and settled on the raw plywood top. Table settings mysteriously appeared. 

“Now you eat,” the headwaiter said. 

And eat we did. Despite the red-drenched meats in the window the specialty of the place turned out to be fish, plus seafood in all its bizarre variety. Everything seemed to be bathed in red sauce studded with bits of emerald green or dark brown or pink, all shimmering under the fluorescent lights.

“You know this stuff, kid? This is Hunan food. Southwest China. Think of Texas. Very spicy, but not sweet unless it’s combined with something else, like salty or sour. Your American Chinese food is Guadong, which is what people call Cantonese, because Canton is where most of the immigrants from China come from. But Hunan is not just hot like Schezuan. Take fish. The idea of the sauces in Hunan food is to reveal the taste of the fish, not conceal it. And this is good fish—you can’t get fresher unless you’re a shark.”

“Shushan is the king of fish in New York,” Justo said. “You want fish, you go to the Kingfish. He da Kingfish.”

“Yeah, I da Kingfish,” Shushan said. “You like this fish, kid? Any kind of fish you like, just ask me.”

“The chingao Itals are waiting for Shushan to go away,” Justo said. “They got a good feeling about what’s going to happen to my man, but it’s not gonna happen. Nothing gonna happen. We gonna get through the chingao trial and we gonna keep what we got.”

I was scooping a succulent morsel of striped bass in some sort of scallion-heavy maroon sauce that allowed the flavor of the fish through only to strike the tongue with fire, when I realized I was being invited into the conversation. “Which is?” 

“The Fulton Fish Market, kid,” Shushan said. “Our gavone friends are looking to come in, maybe during my trial even, but for sure if I go away. We don’t even know if they’re behind the whole thing, the indictment etcetera etcetera, because one thing about the goombah mentality, they see something in the hands of a kike or a spick or a mick or a nigger even and they want it, so they figure out who to get on the case. They’re like jackals in Africa, they lead the lion to the prey and then wait until the big cat takes it down, a wildebeest or a zebra or whatever, and then they try to get the fresh kill away from the lion. It’s nature, that’s all.”

“They want what we got,” Justo said.

“I make it work,” Shushan said. “I make it friendly. I’m like the big cop on the beat, the big mick cop who used to walk a beat in every neighborhood in the city, but now they ride around by twosies in patrol cars because they’re too scared to step out. One thing about those mick cops when I was a kid, they walked the beat. You didn’t fuck with them. Now there’s no order in the whole city. When you get that in a place like the Fulton Fish Market, which has been supplying the city with seafood since over two hundred years, you get chaos. Somebody says, ‘Hey, nobody moves as much as a bay scallop until I get paid to let it happen,’ it causes two kinds of trouble. The first kind is bad scallops. The stuff comes in the night, it has to go out in the early morning, at the worst. Sometimes you’re looking at a turnaround of twenty minutes—comes in, goes out. One minute it’s on the boat, next it’s on a truck, then it’s at the market and bim-bam thank you sam it’s out the door in somebody’s pick-up truck off to some retail market in Queens or uptown to your fancy restaurants—”

“Or here,” I said, understanding.

“Or here. Funny thing, sometimes you get striper caught in the Great South Bay, out on Long Island, it goes to the market a couple hours’ drive away and then somebody with a restaurant only a couple of miles from where it was boated puts it on the menu. You can’t have something as delicate as this disturbed, because fish, in case you never noticed, really stinks when it’s not fresh. Yeah, there are things you can do to clean up the smell, but fresh is fresh. The restaurant chefs aren’t fools so they won’t touch it, the neighborhood markets, they won’t screw their regular customers because that’s how they get regular customers. But unless there’s somebody looking out for the little guy, some gavone is going to come in and say, ‘Bona sera, I want mine.’ Everywhere you look they come in for the kill on the weak and the vulnerable. It’s like a nuclear bomb. You don’t even have to use it—just having it is enough. They got the trash business for the same reason. You don’t move the trash you got major headaches, rats, stench. Parking lots? You want the cars not broken up, pay up. Construction and demolition, don’t ask. They can slow things down so much they don’t have to do anything but show up and they get paid off. You know, I don’t like that Bobby Kennedy, but he’s right about the goombahs. They’re out of control.”

“And you’re Robin Hood, protecting the little guy.”

“Ruben Hood, yeah,” Shushan said. “Gentlemen, listen to this kid. He’s got stainless steel balls, no? Kid, you got stainless steel balls?”

“I don’t know, Shushan.”

“Don’t worry, you’re going to know. You’re going to learn more about yourself than you ever thought possible. That’s why I’m introducing you to Justo here. Justo and me, Justo and I you would correct me, we go way back.”

“We go back to Korea,” Justo said, seeming slowly to grow before my eyes. The light suit, dark shirt, light tie—actually some form of silver in the fluorescent light of the restaurant—the costume of the cartoon gangster, it all melted away: I saw the man. Justo’s thin face was pockmarked along the two ridges that formed a vee from ear to mouth. His short hair was slicked back with enough oil to grease Shushan’s Cadillac. And his dark somewhat oriental eyes were small and so close together they might have met were it not for the sliver of nose that shot directly out of the meeting of his brows. In short, no movie star. But in saying just that one word he seemed to be sitting straighter, his gaze steady, his face relaxed in appreciation. “Korea,” he said again. “This crazy fuck ever tell you about Korea?”

“I overheard him speaking of it to someone else.”

“Yeah,” Justo said. “Chingao, they didn’t know whether to court-martial him or give him the Navy Cross.” He smiled happily, almost prettily. He had good teeth, big and white, that seemed to have been borrowed from someone else’s face. “So you know what, they did both.”

“Ah,” Shushan said. “That wasn’t exactly the first time I was in court.”

“Except they wanted to put you in front of a firing squad,” Justo said. “When you was a tough kid in Brooklyn maybe you could get reform school, or even worse. But— ”

“But nothing,” Shushan said. “So what I was saying is this: The goombahs, their whole life is living off others. I’m not talking about your normal Italians, Sicilian, Napolida, Abruzz—I’m talking about the kind of people they’re cockroaches. Their own people hate them, Russy—they suck the blood out of their own.”

“And what do you do, Shushan?”

“Me? Like I said, I’m just like the neighborhood cop, except I don’t take bribes and make a better paycheck. Anybody fucks with the Fulton Fish Market, anybody even looks like it, I’m all over them before you can say scrod, not even flounder or yellow-tail but fucking scrod. No make it cod, that’s even shorter. Which is why New York City gets the freshest fish, why people can go to work in the market and leave in the morning and nobody shakes them down, why the trucks roll in and out like a Swiss watch
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