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What | |ike best about Lu's Yin-Yang restaurant is that it's
kosher. | know there are jokes about Jews |iking Chinese food.
Perish the thought someone would point out that putting shrinp in
a Chinese dish doesn't nmake it kosher any nore than a priest
could anoint a steak and nake it a trout in the ol den days when
Catholics couldn't eat neat on Friday. Treyf is treyf with or
w t hout sweet and sour sauce.

This is sonething that ny friend Lu understands. Because this
i s Brooklyn and he depends on Jew sh clientele, Lu had an
Ort hodox sign nmaker paint "Kosher Chinese Food" across the front
wi ndow with gold letters resenbling Hebrew.

Maybe that's why they call America the nelting pot.

The integration doesn't stop there, because Lu enploys Jess, a
Mexi can waiter who's learning Yiddish. It's a bit startling at
first to be handed a nenu by soneone resenbling Pancho Vill a,

dr oopi ng nustachios and all, who says, "So nu? Vas villst du?"
Anot her reason | eat at the Yin-Yang often is because Lu gives
me a professional discount. | suspect he thinks that because |I'm

a private detective and have a license to carry a gun ny nere
presence m ght deter troublenmakers |like hold up nmen. Not that |'m
going to have a shoot out with soneone freaked out on nmeth or
crack. Believe nme, | don't want any innocent bystanders getting
shot, nyself included.

Anyway, Lu cane out of the kitchen one Saturday night with a
sanple he said he wanted ne to try. It was a pretext. He had an
ulterior notive and thought he'd soften ne up with a bit of his
version of kugel nmade with Chinese noodles. It was not a success,
and | cautioned himthat kugel, being nade with cottage cheese,
is dairy and mustn't be baked in the oven when there's a beef
dish in the wok on top of the stove.

What Lu really wanted was to show nme sonet hing el se, not
fail ed kugel. Standing by ny table, he snothered over ne like a
Jewi sh nother waiting for a conplinent. H s greasy apron was in
my face and | ooking up | could see that beneath the sweat on his
brow was a worried expression. "Wat you think?"

"About the Chinese style kugel ?"

"No. Fortune cookie."

Sonme detective. | hadn't noticed the fortune cookie on the
pl at e beside the noodle sanple. | gave a shrug and shot hima
qui zzi cal expression.

"Qpen it," Lu insisted.

| cracked it open and renoved the slip of paper inside.
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It wasn't your usual fortune. Your usual fortune says
sonething cryptic, like "A good friend may give bad advice." In
this case the fortune said, "Good for one free entrée of sane or
| esser value with purchase at Juarez Central ."

| happen to know that Juarez Central is a new joint across the
street. How could | m ss? Besides playing annoyi ng south of the
border nusic on the | oud speakers the manager of the Mexican
restaurant has an exhaust fan that bl ows the pungent snell of
sal sa out onto the sidewal k. It's powerful enough for wal kers of
dogs with delicate noses to turn back and cross the street.

"How did an ad for Juarez Central get into your fortune
cooki e?" | asked.

"You're the detective. Find out."

"You hiring ne?"

"Free Sunday dinners for a nonth and bring your nother." Lu
knows that ny nother doesn't believe his restaurant is bona fide
kosher. She thinks it got a bent blessing froma rabbi whose pal m
has been greased. O maybe Lu does know and isn't risking nuch.

"Can | bring nmy girl friend instead?"

A reluctant shrug. How can he refuse?

To business. | study the fortune cookie. The crunch is OK, so
it'"s not stale but | detect a distinct flavor I can't place at
first. I check out the printing on the slip of paper, pretend |I'm
Sherl ock Hol nes and can tell by the feel of the paper stock that
it came froma mll in Wsconsin and was printed on an of fset
press by a hunchback from France. Actually, |'m al nost that good.
"This was printed on cheap twenty pound generic conputer printer
paper, not the brightest. See?" | conpare it with ny business
card which is white-white. "This is no better than 80 bri ghtness,
an off-white.”" | hold it up to the glow of the forty-watt bulb in
the fixture that hangs | ow over the table-- plenty of atnosphere,
but not nmuch light. "No watermark either. You can buy this stuff
anyplace.” | chew the |ast of the cookie and identify the taste.
Jal api no. Whoever heard of a jalapino fortune cookie? "You got
nore of these?"

"All the sanme," Lu says, pained. "I can't open first to
i nspect. Custoners |augh. | |ose business. You gotta help, M."

Lu knows ny nanme is Mishe, but he's into one syllable nanes
and can't get his nmouth around that many letters at one tine, so
in his joint he's Lu and I'm Mp, and hi s Yiddi sh-speaki ng
imm grant waiter is Jess, Jesus not being very appropriate for a
Kosher Chi nese restaurant.

"Il do what | can," | say and take a sack of the cookies
with nme. Tracking down illicit cookie fortunes is a change of
pace fromtailing an errant husband to catch himon filmin sone
notel wth a broad.

First: the usual source of Lu's fortune cookies. It's a
factory about ten bl ocks south, easily located by the distinct
fortune fragrance. The owner, Rudolf Reinhart, turns out to be a
Ref orm German Jew who survived the Hol ocaust in Shanghai. He



"The Great Fortune Cookie Caper" short story 3

gi ves ny paper take-out sack of fortune cookies a quizzical | ook,
but doesn’t ask. Reinhart shows nme the spotless nmachine that cuts
t he cooki e dough and deftly folds in a single slip of paper. And
| thought those things were nmade in sone sweatshop by snuggl ed,
immgrant labor. Cearly I've a lot to | earn about the cookie
busi ness.

| finally resolve his curiosity and hand hi mone of the
cookies fromny paper sack. “Try one,” | suggest.

Rei nhart cracks it open and takes a nibble Iike one of those
W ne tasters who swish a nouthful of the finest around in their
mout hs and then spit it out. He's a connoi sseur but has never
seen the Juarez Central fortunes and doesn't |like the taste.
"Counterfeit,” he says, spitting out the residue. "W don't nake
t hese. "

"You got an unscrupul ous conpetitor?"

Rei nhart shrugs.

"Who usually delivers the cookies to the Yin-Yang?"

"M . Lu has soneone pick themup or he conmes hinself. But he
didn't get these fromus."

Sonewhere along the |line the product was sw tched, but by
whont

Bef ore going back to the Yin-Yang to find out who picked up
the batch of counterfeit cookies, | decide to drop in at Juarez
Central and try to cash in one of the fortunes.

The Juarez Central Mexican place nore than fulfills the
prom se of the snell broadcast onto the street. This joint makes
any previous ideas of ethnic ook |like a pale imtation. Huge
sonbreros decorate the walls. The nuzak is south of the border
The waitress wears a flouncy skirt and off the shoul der bl ouse
t hat, when she bends over to hand ne a nenu, threatens to dunp
the contents on ny map of Mexico paper place mat.

The authenticity ends there, because she has a Brooklyn accent
t hat suggests she's never been as far west as Manhattan. She puts

down a glass of ice water. "What'l|l you have?"
| show her the two-for-one-deal fortune. "What can | get with
this?" | remnd nyself that this is work, no flirty remarks.

"Two of anything," she says.

"You get many custoners with these?"

"A few "

"Know where they cone fronf"

She shakes her head and adjusts the top of the blouse, which
had slipped an inch closer to illegal.

"They're in counterfeit cookies that showed up at the Yin-Yang
across the street."

"The kosher Chi nese pl ace?"

"Yes." She obviously doesn't know anything. "Could | talk to
t he manager ?"

She hesitates. "You want to order sonething?"
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"Ina mnute."” Truth be told, I'mnot nuch for Mexican food.
"You're doing a wonderful job, Mss, but regarding this
advertising ginmck, I'd like to talk to your boss."

After ten mnutes he shows up. H's nane is M. Sanchez. Unlike
Lu, who is also cook, the owner of Juarez Central wears a suit.
It's a polyester blend off the rack, two button, single breasted,
but with a tie. Sanchez isn't one of those guys who wear a jacket
over a T-shirt or a turtleneck. At |least, unlike Reinhart at the
cookie factory, M. Sanchez is authentic. He | ooks vaguely
famliar, but just as to sone people all Chinese |ook alike, |
have simlar trouble with Mexicans. Many Mexicans wear simlar
facial hair, so if it's the nmustache you're using as a
di stinguishing mark, forget it. The owner of Juarez Central has a
droopy nustache that rem nds nme of Jess, Lu's Yiddish speaking
wai ter.

| snmell a clue. Maybe they're relatives. It hel ps to have
sonmeone on the inside.

| hold up the cookie fortune and show it to M. Sanchez. "Can
you tell nme where | mght get sone of these printed up?”

Sanchez is suspicious. "Are you in the restaurant business?"

"No. I"'ma detective.”" | hand hi mny busi ness card. "Mishe
Ni ebi eski. | thought nmaybe |I could drum up sone busi ness by
pl anting ny advertising in fortune cookies."

Sanchez rai ses an eyebrow. "You offering to | ocate two m ssing
persons for the price of one?"

| ' ve underestimated Sanchez. Maybe, besi des bei ng Mexi can,
he's Jewi sh. "This fortune cane out of a cookie at Lu's Kosher
Chi nese across the street. Maybe you know how it got there?"

Sanchez feigns cluel essness and shakes his head. Not that he
doesn't know. He's not ready to talk.

"Woul d you by any chance be trying to put Lu out of business?"

It's time | stood up. Since I'msix inches taller than M.
Sanchez, | need the intimdation factor. "Let ne give you sone
advice, M. Sanchez. Unless you can cone up wth kosher Mexican
food, forget about it. Eating Chinese is a Jewish thing and this
is Brooklyn, nore Jewi sh than Tel Aviv. A fake cookie fortune
isn't going to give you the edge."

Confession tine. Sanchez sits down at ny table and suggests |
do the sane. "Not ny idea," he admts. "It's Jesus."

"Oh? Jesus nmade you do it?"

"Not that Jesus," Sanchez says. "My nephew Jesus. It was his
idea to swtch cookies. He wants to get even for a trick Lu's
been playing on him"

"What's that?" | take a sip of ice water

"Jesus found out that M. Lu hasn't been giving himEnglish
| essons. Lu's been teaching himYiddish and telling himit's

English.™
| alnost spill ny glass of water. And | thought that was just
an old joke. Recovering, | make a suggestion. "Well, M. Sanchez,

since this is Brooklyn, why don't you hire Jess as a Yiddish-
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speaki ng Mexican waiter? It won't make your food kosher, but in
this nei ghborhood it will be a giant step forward."

| hadn't found out where Jess a.k.a. Jesus found a maker of
jal apino flavored fortune cookies, but | had solved the nystery.
Nor had | solved Lu's problemfor having deceived Jess.

| crossed the street, |eaving behind the south of the border
musi ¢ and snell of salsa. | conferred with Lu. If he puts it to
Jess in the right way he'll see that in this nei ghborhood Yi ddi sh
is nore inportant as a second | anguage than English. Not only
that, but having a Yiddi sh-speaking waiter in a kosher Chinese
restaurant is enough of a word of nouth drawing card to justify a
raise in Jess's pay. That should satisfy everyone.

"You solved that pretty quick," Lu said.

"I"'ma professional." | can see he's already trying to bargain
me down fromthe agreed fee. "Don't forget: you agreed on a nonth
of Sunday dinners, and | bring nmy girl friend."

Lu sighs.

"And one other thing," | caution him "Mke sure next tine you
need fortune cookies, pick themup at M. Reinhart's factory
yoursel f. That way nobody's going to pull a switcheroo."”
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