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Those who fail to remember the past

Are condemned to repeat it
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Havana Harbor : May 31, 1929 : 9:47 A.M.

Capitano Santiago Lopez glanced up from the charts in the wheelhouse as the cargo netting with the last cases of rum were hoisted high above the side of his ship, the ‘Tiger Marine’. The Captain was heavy set, with a flourishing, black moustache.

“Vamonos,” he muttered to the First Mate who stood at the side of the bridge directing the loading. The Captain wanted to catch the full surge of the tide. His eyes swept back to the charts, confirming what he already knew. He needed every minute he had available to arrive off Sandy Hook, New Jersey, by midnight, Thursday next, in order to meet the small boat and to collect the $2,000 bonus El Señor Joe had promised him for being exactly on time.

The gringos and their Prohibition were crazy, the Captain thought—the law said no drinking, so everyone drank more.

But it paid well. He smiled. That bonus was more than enough to pay for the most glorious party for his little Carmencita who was to become a little angel when she received her First Communion on Saturday in 3 weeks, with enough left over, his smile widened, to fix the roof over the kitchen for his wife.

“Rapido,” the Captain grumbled again.


Foley Square : June 18, 1996 : 9:45 A.M.

“Let me see if I understand this,” Judge Merian Ellis said in a barely audible voice as she sat behind the high judge’s bench in the huge courtroom. “The reason that all of us are sitting here, waiting, is that Mr. Hardie’s Counsel had a nose bleed this morning?”

Reporters, courtroom artists, and spectators filled every bench in Courtroom 11-D of the new Federal Courthouse for the Southern District of New York. To date, the new Courthouse, which stood just behind the old Courthouse on Foley Square in Manhattan, was the world’s largest and most expensive. Its cost, with courtrooms paneled in polished wood from floor to ceiling, different color coordinated rugs and drapery in each, counsel tables bearing the carved eagle seal of the United States, kitchenettes in every judge’s chambers, had caused a momentary flash of media attention. But that was yesterday. The trial of the Brotherhood, described by the Government as the largest drug cartel in the eastern United States, was the wire on which the media blackbirds had now lighted.

In the well of the courtroom, there were three rows of counsel tables, one behind the other directly in front of the Judge’s bench. The prosecution team, an Assistant United States Attorney and an Agent from a D.E.A. Task Force sat at the front table. To the far side of the table was a wheeled cart, like a double-decker shopping cart, filled with documents and evidence.

Interspersed with six white and two black defense lawyers at the second and third tables were nine black defendants: two executive level, three middle managers, and four street level dealers of the Harlem drug cartel known as the Brotherhood.

In the jury box, sixteen jurors, ten women, six men, more than half of them black or Hispanic, had been brought into the courtroom and seated by the Judge, to wait silently, to embarrass, and to justify the stiff fine she had announced she would impose on any lawyer or defendant foolish enough to delay the proceedings.

Everyone in the courtroom had to strain to hear the Judge.

“That’s my understanding, Your Honor,” said Assistant U.S. Attorney J.J. Dineen, rising from the prosecution table. A.U.S.A. Dineen, in charge of the prosecution of the Brotherhood, was tall and well built. He wore a dark gray, single breasted suit and silver, wire rimmed glasses. Seated next to Dineen was Special Agent Marty Geraghty, a D.E.A. member of the El Dorado Task Force, who had been designated Case Agent, liaison between the Task Force and the prosecutor’s office. The Task Force, under the direction of D.E.A. Supervisor Michael Becker, had conducted a two-year investigation which led to the Brotherhood trial. Despite its state of the art amplification systems, with microphones on the judge’s benches, the witness stand, and each counsel table, with loudspeakers strategically hidden in the ceilings and walls throughout the courtroom, Dineen and Geraghty at the first table had to bend forward, concentrating on every move of the Judge’s lips, to make out her words.

“And now, rather than being here, Mr. Leppard is at Lenox Hill Hospital?” Judge Ellis asked indistinctly. She was a thin, medium complected black woman with pageboy length hair and glasses. She wore no makeup or jewelry except small gold ball earrings. Although she could affect a deceiving siren smile when she wished, Judge Ellis was an inflexible tyrant, indifferent to requests of both prosecution and defense, responsive to some atonal rhythm that she alone heard.

“That’s what I was informed, Your Honor,” replied Dineen, rising. “Someone from the hospital tried to call the court earlier, apparently couldn’t get through, and called the U.S. Attorney’s office.”

“Is that right, Claire?” the Judge looked toward her Courtroom Deputy Clerk, Claire Trainor, seated at a floor level desk situated immediately in front of the Judge’s bench, facing out toward the lawyers and defendants. She was a young white woman with short blonde hair, and slightly tinted aviator styled glasses.

“Yes, Your Honor,” Trainor answered as she swivelled in her chair. “A message from the Lenox Hill emergency room was left on our answering machine at 8:59 A.M. The message said that Mr. Leppard was in the emergency room with a nose bleed.”

“A nose bleed?” the Judge repeated. “Get Lenox Hill on the phone,” she whispered toward Trainor, a tight, thin smile on her lips. It was the same slit of a smile she displayed when meting out her standard sentence to all defendants convicted in her courtroom, sentences that had earned the Judge the sobriquet, ‘Maximum Ellis’.

Claire Trainor picked up her phone receiver and touched a number into the keypad.

“Mr. Hardie,” the Judge hissed softly toward a defendant at the second table, “your lawyer apparently thinks he can play fast and loose with this court.”

Trainor, her hand cupped around the mouthpiece, began speaking soundlessly into the phone.

“I, however, am not to be trifled with, Mr. Hardie.” The Judge spoke slowly, savoring each word. “Mr. Leppard can rest assured that even if some injury were to have caused his soul to depart this earth, I will have his still warm body here in twenty minutes.” The Judge continued to smile. “Meanwhile, Mr. Hardie, we—” the Judge moved an outstretched finger to slowly encircle the well of the courtroom and the jury box—“shall all wait in our places, so that everyone will know just how long you and your lawyer have caused this court and jury to wait—”

“I have the hospital on the line, Your Honor,” Trainor said softly.

The Judge picked up a receiver from her desktop, and held it in mid-air. “And you and your lawyer are going to be fined two hundred dollars for every minute we wait, Mr. Hardie.” The Judge’s thin smile widened. “Two hundred dollars per minute,” she repeated, her eyebrows arching as she placed the phone to her ear. She took the phone away again. “I realize that amount doesn’t mean a great deal to a man who has posted five hundred thousand dollars bail, but still—” The Judge placed the phone to her ear again. Then removed it. “Perhaps we should discuss my remanding you, Mr. Hardie. Or increasing your bail to one million dollars. You don’t seem deterred by half a million dollars bail.” The Judge put the phone receiver to her ear again.

Ozro Thadeus ‘Red’ Hardie was 60 years old. His neatly cropped hair, once red in color, was now salt and pepper, mostly salt, as was his thin moustache. He was lean, athletic looking—he played basketball and worked out at a gym for an hour each day. In a world of space age sneakers and satin running suits, Red was classic elegance. He was wearing a double-breasted dark blue suit, white pinstriped. His shirt front was azure blue with white stripes, the collar and cuffs, a brilliant white. His silk tie was navy blue with white polka dots. A handkerchief in his breast pocket matched the tie.

Red’s dark eyes gazed back at the Judge calmly. The lawyer’s chair to his immediate left was empty.

“This is Judge Ellis, who is this?” the Judge sliced into the phone, her eyes shifting from Red to the ceiling. She removed the phone from her ear again.”Do you think, Mr. Hardie, we should have your lawyer examined by a government doctor to determine if he’s malingering for your benefit?”

So far, there had been no evidence introduced at the trial that Red Hardie ever possessed, was seen near, was overheard talking about, or was, knowingly or unknowingly, within several arms lengths of any drugs whatsoever. To prove its conspiracy case against him, however, the Government needed only to prove that there was, in fact, a drug conspiracy—the jury had already heard substantial evidence that the street level defendants made many hand to hand drug sales to Undercover Agents—and, however distant or insulated, prove that Red was somehow connected to those defendants enmeshed in that conspiracy.

The indirect proof that was slowly dragging Red ever closer to conspiratorial waters was, in part, recorded conversations of street level dealers who liberally seasoned their conversations with mentions of Red when they spoke to the Undercovers. Another part of the Government’s evidence was subpoenaed records from Red’s accountant showing that Red reported annual income from real estate and dry cleaning stores of approximately $125,000.00 after taxes. Add to that, Red’s reluctant tailor was subpoenaed to testify that Red bought approximately 20 suits a year, each one costing two thousand dollars. The jury was shown a photograph of the building on Central Park West in which Red owned a condominium. The subpoenaed building manager testified that an apartment comparable to the one Red lived in, recently sold for one million two hundred thousand dollars. The monthly maintenance on the apartment was $3,000. Owners of two restaurants were subpoenaed to testify to the frequency of Red’s presence in their establishments, the number of people who accompanied him, and the average cost of meals. Accumulated, the tabs were over twenty one thousand dollars—always paid in cash.

The Government produced evidence that Red didn’t own a car, yet, he had regular access to six automobiles registered or tided in other people’s names. His favorite was a sparkling navy blue Bentley convertible, worth $150,000, used only on mild sunny days. Then there was a Ferrari, also a fair weather car, and four other vehicles which were rolled out according to the weather and the season. The Government also proved that Red often made trips to Atlantic City and Florida using one of three private jet planes maintained by a private transport company at Teterboro Airport in New Jersey. And plying the waters of the British Virgin Islands was a hundred and twenty foot yacht which Red—owner or not—used as his own for two months of every winter.

Piece by piece, evidence was unfurled before the jury that made credible the accusation that Red Hardie spent far more money than he declared to the I.R.S., money which, unless there was a legitimate source thereof, the Government was asking the jury to deduce was Red’s share of the Brotherhood spoils.

Originally, nineteen people had been caught in the net of the Brotherhood conspiracy. To make the trial more manageable, and to be sure that their evidence against Red Hardie would hold water, the Government had split the defendants into two groups, testing their Brotherhood witnesses and evidence at a first trial against six street-level and three mid-manager Brotherhood Defendants two months ago. Before that trial even began, however, one of those defendants, a middle manager against whom the wire tap evidence was overwhelming—a man too softened by years of the good life to face jail—made a deal with the Government, pleaded guilty, a promise of a lower sentence dangled before him in exchange for his testimony against all the remaining defendants.

The Government was pleased with the test run first trial. All the defendants in that trial were convicted. The looming specter of the cooperating witness, added to the other evidence against Red and the defendants in the second trial, was daunting.

Money Dozier, the dark, thin man to Red’s right, was reputed to be second in the Brotherhood command. Money’s name was not a hyponym. It was a mother’s attempt to give her son a distinctive name, a variation of Monty, his father’s name. Money’s mother had named a second son Monrey, and his sister, Monay. Money was ten years younger than Red, mirthless and taciturn. His face was rough, hair bumped, requiring him to remove his facial hair with liquid Magic Shave—which smelled like rotten eggs—instead of razors.

Money usually wore a dark three-button suit, the buttons always buttoned, a white shirt, a thin tie with a small, tight knot, and, outdoors, a dark, snap brim fedora.

“Well, Mr. Hardie?” said the Judge, narrowing her eyes to slits concentrated on Red.

“Does Your Honor want me to answer?” Hardie had a deep, sonorous, preacher’svoice.

“I was just wondering if you want me—at your expense, of course—to appoint a Government doctor to examine Mr. Leppard to determine if his nosebleed is a real ailment, in which case, a fine would not be appropriate. On the other hand, if Mr. Leppard actually absented himself this morning in the vain hope that delay shall gain some unidentified benefit for—” the Judge’s voice trailed off.

Everyone in the courtroom struggled to hear the Judge.

“Hello, who is this?” the Judge said into the phone. “This is Judge Ellis in the Federal District Court. Do you have a patient by the name of Thomas Leppard, who presented himself in your E.R. this morning with a nose bleed?” The Judge looked up again at Hardie. “Perhaps it’s better you not say anything, Mr. Hardie. I do not, in any way, want either of us to do or say anything that would fuel another point for appeal—if there be need for an appeal, of course—

“Who is this?” the Judge said into the phone again. “Dr. Acquista? This is Judge Ellis. I am sitting in the Federal Court, courtroom Eleven D, ‘D’ as in Dangerous”—her eyes veered toward the audience for an instant—“at Five Hundred Pearl Street. I want Mr. Leppard here in twenty minutes.” The Judge paused to listen. “I didn’t ask for a medical dissertation, Doctor! We—the jury, the prosecutors, the defense lawyers, some forty people—are all sitting here, in the midst of a most important trial. And I want Mr. Leppard here. Now!”

The Judge listened. “If you continue, Doctor, I will dispatch the United States Marshals to your hospital, and they will escort both Mr. Leppard and yourself here to respond to two issues: one, why this trial is being delayed, and, second, why you personally should not be held in contempt of court. I do hope you have a good lawyer, Doctor.”

Money’s eyes shifted toward Red. His outwardly quiet composure masked a cold, extremely efficient assassin who disposed of competitors or victims with a cleaver merely for the tactile enjoyment of the blade separating the victim’s neck from his shoulder. Years ago, both he and Red had worked for the older numbers kings of Harlem. Red’s cool, suave presence made him a man to whom men and women were attracted. The old leaders had adopted Red, grooming him to be next in line to run the operation. Dark and cold, Money was not as affable or sociable as Red, but he brought qualities that ensured harmony and peace in Red’s reign.

After New York State established official daily Lotto games, which considerably reduced the Brotherhood’s gambling take, discipline and order in the ranks had allowed Red to direct a seamless shift from running numbers into the distribution of marijuana, and, eventually, into harder narcotics.

Judge Ellis returned the phone receiver to its cradle. She rested her head against her high backed chair. The silent atmosphere in the courtroom was alive, almost bursting with barely harnessed energy. The media people, anxious to report the latest turn of events to their editors, were stuck fast on the edge of their seats, ready, yet unwilling, to leap to their feet, lest they miss something.

“I’m going to chambers,” the Judge said, rising. “I’m going to arrange for a doctor to examine Mr. Leppard. Meanwhile, everyone is to stay right where they are to await Mr. Leppard and Dr. Acquista.”

“All rise,” Trainor ordered as the Judge exited.

By the time those in the courtroom half rose, the Judge swept down from the long bench and disappeared into a corridor that led to her robing room.

Selwyn Rabb, a New York Times reporter, was already moving along the rail that separated the audience from the well of the courtroom until he was as near to Hardie as he could get. “What do you think is going to happen now, Red?” Rabb called over the rail. Other reporters sidled closer.

“I just hope Mr. Leppard is okay,” said Red.

“Are you hoping for a mistrial in case he can’t continue?”

“I’m just hoping he’s okay,” he repeated.

“What about the possibility of a mistrial?”

“That’s for the Judge and the lawyers.” Hardie turned toward Money Dozier who was now standing beside him.

“Things don’t stop taking funny twists, do they?” Red said softly to Money. “No way she’s going to let anything happen to stop this disaster from falling on our heads.” Money shook his head. “Worst thing, they know everything that’s going on, almost before we do. There’s a snitch, a rat, somewhere amongst us.”

Money had a facial tic. When he spoke, his eyes turned upward, his eyelids fluttering, showing the whites of his eyes. “You know who it is, Mr. Red?”

Red shook his head. “I’ve been thinking about it right from the time the Government told the lawyers there was a bug in the Sports Lounge. I can’t figure out who it is.”

Awgust Nichols, Red’s nephew, his ex-wife’s sister’s son, thirty two years old, with glasses and a thin pencil line moustache, was seated in the audience, watching the proceedings. Nichols was Red’s accountant, the one from whom D.E.A. Supervisor Michael Becker had seized all of Red’s financial records after personally serving the subpoena at Red’s office in hope of seeing the look on Red’s face when he did. Unfortunately, Red wasn’t in when Becker arrived.

Anton Taylor, tall, powerfully built, dark skinned, one of the street level, toiler class defendants—whose hand to hand drug sales to a black Undercover established the necessary underpinning for the conspiracy—stood in his place at the defense table. He made eye contact with Awgust Nichols, then walked toward the rail.

“What do you figure?” Taylor murmured over the rail to Nichols.

Nichols glanced toward Red at the defense table. “She’s not going to declare a mistrial because somebody’s nose is bleeding.”

Taylor shook his head. “Every day it’s something else.”

“Things’ll fall into place soon. I’m going to make an appointment with those Russians, maybe for tonight.”

“I thought we were going to the Yankee game tonight,” said Taylor. “They’re playing Seattle. Good game.”

“I’ll tell them to meet us at the Flash.” The Flash Inn was an Italian restaurant at the head of Macombs Dam Bridge that spanned the Harlem River separating the Bronx from Manhattan. The food at the Flash was better than good, the atmosphere quiet.

A.U.S.A. Dineen, standing at the prosecutor’s table, arched his back to stretch. “What do you think?” Dineen said turning to Geraghty. At the end of the court session yesterday, Geraghty was on the witness stand, and was scheduled to be cross-examined this morning by Hardie’s lawyer, Thomas Leppard.

“About Leppard?” Geraghty was of medium build with flat, dark hair, and blue eyes. “A crock of shit. Phony as the day is long.” He had been born in Queens, but having been raised by a mother and father with thick County Kerry brogues, there was the slightest touch of Ireland in Geraghty’s inflection.

“Look at these people,” Dineen said, scanning the defense tables. “Hardie and Dozier communicate just by looking at each other.”

“Like wops without hands,” said Geraghty. He thought a moment. “They’re scared of the dark, you know?’

“The wops?”

“No, the jigs. What do you think of this idea: we put them all in a dark room, the wops couldn’t communicate because they couldn’t see each other’s hands, and the spooks’d all be too scared of the dark to move. We’d knock crime in New York on its ass with only a dark room.”

“You scare me,” said Dineen. Geraghty chuckled. “Taylor and that accountant are awfully chummy,” said Dineen, looking toward the audience. ‘You sure the accountant’s clean?”

“According to the Boss, he’s clean. And you know what a hard-on Becker is. He says the accountant is an ambitious little fucker, jealous of Red, but basically harmless.”

“That gorilla Taylor he’s talking to isn’t harmless.”

“Yeah, but his thick skull was the best thing that happened to us in this case,” said Geraghty. “His selling nickel bags and becoming friendly with Castoro was all Becker needed to start the Brotherhood on the road to the Can.”

“You want to play a little handball at the A.C. tonight?” Dineen asked.

“Can’t. The Boss scheduled me for some Bumper Lock tonight.”

“He puts you on surveillance duty even when you’re the Case Agent, and you’ve got to be in court every day?”

“I’m indispensable.”

Several months before, and now throughout the trial, Supervisor Becker had assigned members of the squad to a nightly Bumper Lock or obvious surveillance of Red Hardie. Bumper Lock surveillance teams, on foot or in vehicles, tailed the subject so close that they were intentionally obvious. It wasn’t done to ensure that the subject wouldn’t run away. Becker knew Hardie wouldn’t run. It was to be annoying, disabling, to make Red a goldfish in a bowl. Becker’s hatred of drug dealers, particularly blacks, who, like Red, earned enormous income and were accorded respect and admiration in their community, was so intense that he insisted that Bumper Lock be maintained every night, even though its only purpose was to annoy Red.

“Actually, tonight I got a special assignment—I’ve got to follow the tall black Senator around.”

“Galiber? Why is the D.E.A. interested in Galiber? He’s a lawyer, for Christ sake.”

“He’s introducing a bill up in Albany to legalize drugs.”

“Becker has you following a State Senator around because he introduced some bullshit bill to legalize drugs, that hasn’t got a prayer in hell.”

“It’s an election year. The Senator’s up for re-election. The Boss figured that maybe we put a tail on the guy every few days, we might come up with something his opponent could use against him. That’d get the bill shit-canned pretty quick.” Geraghty stretched, turning slowly to observe the defendants in the courtroom. He turned back to Dineen. “If Leppard’s nose bleed is real and we break early, maybe I can beat your ass in a couple of handball games before I take to the road.”

“You beat my ass? Just for that, if we play, I’m not going to let you have a single point.”

“Wake up, Counselor,” said Geraghty, “you’re dreaming.”

The familiarity with which Geraghty spoke to Dineen was not lack of respect. Dineen, too, had been born in Queens. They had known each other all their lives, had gone to high school together. Dineen was a solid athlete, but not up to the quality of Geraghty, although Dineen would not admit that. Whitey Ford, the former pitcher for the New York Yankees, who was raised in the same area of Queens as both Geraghty and Dineen, thought Geraghty had a promising career in professional baseball. But a leg fracture during a high school football game took Geraghty down for a season and a half, and in the meantime, romance, a child, marriage, in that order, meant the end of baseball. Sic transit gloria mundi.

Dineen looked over his glasses at Geraghty. “If we weren’t in court, I’d knock you right on your ass, bucko.”

“More dreaming?”

Jackie Engler, Anton Taylor’s lawyer, moved toward Marty Adams who represented Money Dozier. Engler was short, thin, sharp featured, balding, with glasses. Marty Adams, a seasoned veteran of criminal trials, brought Engler into the Brotherhood case. One of the reasons he did was that Engler was brilliant at researching the law. Adams wanted him on hand to write motions, put together briefs on any point of law that might come up, to provide the legal spitballs that Adams might have to lob toward the Judge.

“Can I talk to you a minute,” Engler whispered to Adams.

“What’s the matter?”

“Is this strategy of Hardie’s wise? This Judge doesn’t seem to be someone to be screwed around with.”

“I know nothing about a strategy, nothing more than you,” said Adams.

This was Engler’s first major league case, and he was eager to show his stuff, to make good as a private defense lawyer. During his three year stint with Legal Aid, on the advice of his uncle, who happened to be the Rabbi at Adams’s shul, Engler went out of his way to become friendly with Adams, purposely tracking him down in the courthouse, making an occasional lunch date with him, claiming that he admired Adams’s style. In actuality, Engler wanted to be close to Adams’s lucrative practice as the reins slowly slid from Adams’s aging, trembling hands.

The other reason Adams recommended Engler to the defense team was more self-serving. Adams told Money Dozier—Red let Money who was less generous, less a pushover than Red when it came to negotiating lawyers’ fees for the other defendants—that Engler was the best law man around. He told Money that Engler wanted $25,000 as a fee. Money argued that Engler was only a kid, a fifth wheel, that Adams and Sandro Luca—Red’s long time lawyer—were really going to carry the case. Money allowed Adams $15,000 for Engler. Adams, who didn’t argue much with Money—no one did—accepted Money’s offer. In turn, Adams told Engler there was only $10,000 available for his fee, Adams pocketing the five thousand dollar difference. Considering the same routine for each lawyer he put in the case, together with his own fee, Adams was doing well for himself at this trial.

Adams had been in the criminal defense traces for decades, often, in the past, representing Italian organized crime figures. Now that the intelligent members of Italian organized crime had gone legitimate, and the unintelligent to jail, Adams was fortunate that his reputation served to carry him into major drug cases representing blacks and Dominicans.

Adams was short, portly, with a shape like a bowling pin. He had, over the years, become fat in more ways than one. His trial tactics had become complacent, he let things slide, readily excusing his lack of vigor with the fact that the cards were so stacked against drug clients, that efforts to save them were useless. Adams could, however, still growl and argue with judges, tear his reading glasses from his face in righteous indignation, noisily slapping them onto the counsel table. All of which sound and fury, while truly signifying nothing, made his clients feel they were being vigorously defended.

“If Leppard’s nose thing isn’t real,” said Engler nervously, “this Judge is going to be out to spill blood—no pun intended.”

Adams shrugged. “What are you worried about?” He leaned closer to Engler. “They’re the ones who go to jail.”

“She could make life very difficult for the lawyers.”

“She hasn’t already?”

“All rise,” Claire Trainor announced as Judge Ellis swept back into the courtroom and up the steps to the bench. As she sat, the Judge focused on Hardie.

“I’ve asked Doctor Norman Texard to examine Mr. Leppard—after he arrives in the courtroom,” the Judge murmured. “We shall shortly have an objective opinion whether or not Mr. Leppard is feigning anything for any of our benefits.” She smiled thinly at the jury.

“Norman Texard?” Marty Adams murmured from the side of his mouth toward Engler. His seat during the trial was directly next to Adams. “I thought that old son of a bitch was dead.”

“You know him?” Engler whispered back.

“He’d testify a cadaver was fit for trial. Whenever the government needs a friendly medical opinion, they pull Texard’s chain. He was the doctor, years ago, who said that Funzawal Tieri was fit to stand trial. Old Funzy was falling on his face, had his colon removed, wore a bag and all, could hardly stand up … you remember?” Engler shook his head. “That was like a week, ten days at the most, before Funzy died. Son of a bitch, he is, Texard.”

“While we wait, Mr. Hardie,” the Judge continued softly, “let’s explore our alternatives.”

No one, not even the jury, to the Judge’s immediate left, could hear every word the Judge said. The sense of her colloquy emanated from the sneer on her face. “Claire, let me look at the file.”

Trainor handed a case folder up to the bench. The Judge began rummaging through the documents in the file. “Mmmm, now I remember …,” the Judge said, mostly to herself.

The Court Reporter leaned closer toward the bench.

“Sandro Luca was originally your attorney, was he not, Mr. Hardie?” The Judge looked over the edge of the bench.

Hardie merely returned the Judge’s glance.

“Is that right, Mr. Hardie?” the Judge said slightly louder.

“Your Honor,” said Marty Adams, rising,

“Are you now representing Mr. Hardie?” the Judge demanded, turning a baleful glare at Adams.

“No, Your Honor.…”

“Mr. Adams,” the Judge said, leaning forward, “stop winking at me when you speak.”

“I’m not winking, Your Honor,” said Adams, his hands trembling. He had no control over his high blood pressure, his trembling hands, or the tic that made his right eye blink when he was stressed.

“Of course, you are, Mr. Adams. I know a wink when I see one. I order you to stop winking at me.”

“Your Honor …” said Engler, beginning to rise.

“Do you think Mr. Adams needs a lawyer, Mr. Engler?”

Engler shook his head, immobilized in the half risen position.

“Are you lawyers trying to lock horns with me?” The Judge’s eyes narrowed, her lips curled at the corners. “I wouldn’t advise it. I really wouldn’t. Now sit down! Both of you. When I want to hear from either of you, I’ll tell you. Now both of you, stay seated!”

Calmer, the Judge sifted through some papers in the file. She glanced again at Adams. “I suggest, Mr. Adams, that you find yourself a good doctor and attend to yourself. Mr. Hardie, would you mind standing.”

“Not at all, Your Honor,” said Hardie, rising to his full height.

“May I just make a remark for the record, Your Honor,” said Marty Adams, half rising again.

The Judge slammed the flat of her palm on the bench. An exhalation of apprehension puffed out of the jury and audience.

The Judge leaned forward. “Mr. Adams. Welcome to the real world. The routine that you used in the Municipal Court a couple of decades ago, does not work here. If you say one more word, any word at all, Mr. Adams, even ‘Your Honor’, I am going to hold you in contempt, and you will spend at least this evening in the M.C.C.” The Judge’s eyes remained fixed on Adams. “With that admonition, Mr. Adams, you are free to say anything you wish.”

Adams stood silently, his eye winking at the Judge.

“Mr. Hardie, I believe we were speaking.”

In the back of his mind, Red thought that perhaps this turn of weather might swell into a deprivation of constitutional proportion. “I really don’t want to say anything, Your Honor,” he said. “I’d like Mr. Leppard to speak for me.”

“Mr. Leppard, for some absurd reason, which we will learn very shortly,… very shortly, is not here.”

“I really think my lawyer should speak for me, Ma’am,” Hardie repeated.

“I think we may have a solution for that, Mr. Hardie. As I was saying, Alessandro Luca was originally your attorney in this case, at least for the preliminary proceedings, was he not?”

“I really need Mr. Leppard, Your Honor.”

“I don’t know how we ended up with such a withered nigger bitch as our Judge,” Taylor whispered under his breath toward Jackie Engler. Engler glanced quickly, apprehensively, toward the Judge, moving to the far edge of his seat, as far from Taylor as he could.

“When this trial was scheduled to begin,” the Judge continued her recollection, “Mr. Luca was then engaged on another trial. At my direction, Mr. Leppard was brought in to represent you, is that not correct?”

The faint wail of a siren stole through the curtains of the courtroom. The Judge looked toward the windows, cocking an ear. Everyone in the courtroom listened. The sound disappeared.

“But I told Mr. Luca that I was not relieving him entirely. I see my written notes right here. Claire, call Mr. Luca’s office,” the Judge directed. “Tell Mr. Luca, or anyone who answers, that I want Mr. Luca here this afternoon. This afternoon!” the Judge repeated harshly.

Trainor lifted the receiver of her phone and pushed buttons on the keypad.

Another soft wail of a siren was heard. The Judge again looked toward the windows. As the Judge looked away, Hardie bent toward Money Dozier and made a slight head movement. Money Dozier turned to his right, whispering something to Marty Adams. Nodding, Adams turned to Engler. “Jackie. Go to the men’s room or something. Call Luca’s office. Tell him the Judge is going to try to suck him in here. Tell him to make himself scarce. If he’s not there, tell his secretary to find him and tell him that.”

“So, if there is any method to this madness, and I emphasize that it would be madness,” the Judge continued, “if there is any purposefulness in this situation with Mr. Leppard, it shall not do anyone any good, as you shall still not be without counsel, Mr. Hardie.”

“I want Mr. Leppard to speak for me.”

“Mr. Luca was your lawyer in this case before Mr. Leppard, and Mr. Luca is fully familiar with the proceedings up to the point of trial, all of the evidence, all of the …” The Judge stopped talking, glancing at Engler who stood, fumbled with something on the table, then turned to walk toward the back of the courtroom. “Where are you going, Mr. Engler? This court is still in session.”

“Your Honor,” Engler stammered, “I’m looking for a document. I had it in my hand a few minutes ago. And now I can’t seem to find it.”

“You think this momentous document is out in the hallway, Mr. Engler?”

“It may be, Your Honor. May I?”

“You may not! Marshal, go into the hallway and see if you see anything that resembles the Magna Carta, the Declaration of Independence, some momentous document.”

A Marshal nodded and walked toward the corridor.

The jurors were like spectators at a tennis match, their necks and eyes turning from side to side.

“Rejoin us, Mr. Engler,” the Judge smiled, “we shall find this document of which you speak, for you.”

Engler’s eyes darted to Marty Adams. Adams, doodling on a yellow pad, didn’t look up. Then to Hardie. Hardie continued to look at the Judge. Engler sat.

The Judge turned her gaze toward Hardie again. “Mr. Luca is such a fine trial lawyer, Mr. Hardie,” said the Judge, “I am sure, if it becomes necessary, that we can supply him with the trial transcript and he could be prepared overnight.”

“I really need Mr. Leppard, Ma’am.”

“Perhaps you’re right, Mr. Hardie. You should not be saying anything without Mr. Luca or Mr. Leppard being present.”

“Mr. Leppard, Your Honor.”

“Mister Hardie, you’re going to have your lawyer, one or both of them, this very afternoon. One way or another, whether I bring Mr. Leppard here in a hospital bed or Mr. Luca, one way or another, as I say, there will be no mistrial here.” The Judge smiled, shaking her head. “No, no, Mr. Hardie. No mistrial, no severance, no delay, nothing except a trial. I have been to town before, Mr. Hardie.”

The rear door of Judge Ellis’s courtroom opened suddenly. A man dressed in green hospital scrubs backed into the courtroom, pulling an ambulance gurney. Another man in a white doctors’ jacket pushed from the rear. On the rolling gurney, in a business suit and tie—the knot pulled down several inches, his brief case balanced on his stomach, was Thomas Leppard, Esq. From nose to chin, he was covered with gauze. The hospital people rolled the gurney to the rail of the courtroom.

All eyes in the room stared at the man lying on the wheeled contraption. A loud din of amazement and confusion issued from the spectators.

The Judge began to slam her palm on the top of her bench to quiet the noise from the audience. The sound merely added to the din.

“Silence. Silence,” Claire Trainor shouted through cupped hands as she stood in place. “Silence in the courtroom!”

The Judge took a wooden gavel from a drawer under her desktop and began to pound the top of the bench. After a while, the sounds of the Judge and Trainor began to be distinguished over the cacophony of the courtroom.

“Sit down! Sit down!” the Judge demanded.

The room began to quiet. The jurors sat back in their seats.

“Who are you?” the Judge said to the first man in the white jacket. He had a black mustache and slick black hair.

I’m Doctor Angelo J. Acquista,” the man responded somewhat stridently.

“And you’ve been treating Mr. Leppard for a nose bleed? Is that it?”

“This patient has had a massive hemorrhage due to critically high blood pressure. It took more than three hours at the hospital to stop his bleeding.…”

“I’m not asking you for a speech, Doctor.”

“I’m not giving you a speech, Your Honor. I merely want you to know that this man’s condition is far more serious than what you consider a mere nosebleed. Your demand that he be brought here was certainly contraindicated, and was certainly severely detrimental to his medical condition.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.”

“I hope you’re also prepared to be medically responsible for any untoward events in his health. I will not be, nor will Lenox Hill Hospital be, and I want that on the record, if that’s what you say around here.…”

“Don’t you dare talk to me like that, young man,” the Judge snapped, rising.

“Doctor, Your Honor. Doctor Angelo J. Acquista. I may be young, but I am a medical doctor. I don’t intend to be rude. I am merely stating to you that this patient’s medical condition is such that to have brought him down here was a serious and detrimental decision which was due solely to your direct order and over my serious professional objection.”

“Look at his face! Look at his face!” someone shouted from the jury box.

The gauze on Leppard’s face was suffused with fresh blood. It began to flow through the gauze, and then down his cheeks. Pandemonium, shouting, screaming, pounding of the bench arose. Everyone was on their feet, staring or shrieking.

Dr. Acquista began to shout defiantly toward the bench, while ministering to his patient. His harangue was lost in the babble of all the other voices. The other medical man was hovering over Leppard, bandaging his face.

Slowly the doctor began to push the gurney into the crowd, toward the back, through the door. When the door closed behind it, half the audience flowed with it.

The Judge was still pounding the bench. Claire Trainor was shouting through cupped hands. The lawyers and defendants, everyone in the well of the courtroom, was standing.

“Sit down! Sit down!” shouted Trainor.

The Judge motioned to the jury, directing them back to the jury room. The jury began to file out reluctantly, lingering with amazement, curiosity. Finally they were all out.

The Judge standing behind the bench, gavel in hand, pounded for order again. Finally, she handed the gavel to Trainor, and slipped silently down the steps toward her robing room. “Three o’clock, three o’clock,” Trainor shouted, as she banged the gavel on her desk.

When the noise had died down sufficiently for some to understand what Trainor was saying, like fluid from a toppled bottle, the crowd in the courtroom began to leak slowly into the corridor.


Leningrad : January 9, 1983 : 4:10 A.M.

Tatiana Marcovich trembled as she huddled against her father, Vasily. From behind Tatiana, her mother, Inga, reached forward to clutch Tatiana’s left arm, not to calm or comfort her daughter, but to support herself. Inga’s tuberculosis had become debilitating. She declined visibly as they waited for Vasily’s contacts to make arrangements at the American Consulate for travel documents to Finland as Jewish refugees—although they were Orthodox Christian. From Finland, they would have passage to Vienna, then Italy. But the threat of arrest by the K.G.B. at any moment had been torturous. Inga’s condition so deteriorated that the American medication that Vasily bought through his network of contacts had almost no effect. Despite Tatiana’s constant attention and devotion caring for her mother, Inga’s condition worsened. The coughing and the vile, yellow-green mucous were a daily harbinger of what lay ahead.

The trio stood just inside the entrance door of the apartment below their own, listening to the heavy footsteps of the K.G.B. above. The Agents sprang their ‘surprise’ raid a half hour earlier than Vasily had been expecting. Fortunately, they had been on their way down the stairs to spend a few last moments with Vlada, Inga’s sister, and her husband Boris, when the raiding party, equipped with sledge hammers, started up the stairs. They managed to slip inside and shut the door to Vlada’s apartment just seconds before the raiding party. Through a K.G.B. official whom he bribed handsomely each week, Vasily was expecting the K.G.B. A few days before, his contact had arranged for them to pass each other casually in the street, for a warning to be conveyed. Unlike the previous raid, which the K.G.B. sprang at Vasily’s sister’s apartment, this time, the K.G.B. was intent upon raiding the right apartment and arresting Vasily.

Vasily turned to embrace his brave twelve—no, thirteen year old, Tatiana. How ironic, he thought, the day of their escape, January 9, was Tatiana’s thirteenth birthday. Instead of having a birthday celebration, however, they were having a different, very real, very dangerous goingaway ceremony. “We will have your birthday party in Vienna, Kotyonok (kitten),” Vasily whispered in Tatiana’s ear. She nodded. Her dark eyes were wide with resolve and determination as well as fear. In one hand, Tatiana held Bim, her tattered, tired but faithful, velveteen, floppy eared stuffed toy dog.

Deeper inside the downstairs apartment, Vlada Miraslovskaya, sat at a table in the kitchen, comforting her own three children. Vlada’s husband, Boris Miraslov, heavy set, balding, stood in the hallway, just behind Inga, gazing up at the ceiling, listening to the sounds of K.G.B. footfalls overhead. There was more noise as the K.G.B. shouted, pounding their hammers violently against the cinder-block walls. Vasily saw his wife, trembling, her eyes wet and bulging, a handkerchief pressed hard against her mouth. He put a finger to his lips. Inga nodded.

Vasily looked again toward the ceiling, shrugged an apology toward Boris. Suddenly, there was a crash, followed by jubilant shouting from above. The K.G.B. had found the twenty thousand rubles Vasily purposely left for them to find. Then there was quiet upstairs. There were rubles enough to keep the raiders occupied for several minutes as they counted. Vasily turned to Inga and Tatiana, glanced at Boris, then tugged Tatiana toward the outside hallway. He put a finger to his lips as she passed in front of him. Tatiana, pulling her mother’s sleeve, started down the steps.

Vasily took a packet of rubles from his pocket. He had prepared several to take with him on the journey, in case anyone on the way needed practical persuasion. He offered the packet to Miraslov. Boris refused the packet with a shake of his large head. The two men looked in each other’s moist eyes and hugged forcefully, kissing each other’s cheeks, patting each other’s back. They looked once more at each other, then Vasily turned and moved quickly to the stairwell. As he eased down the stairs as silently as he could, Vasily had a dread thought. What if the car and driver the American Vice-Consul promised wasn’t waiting by the back entrance? His little daughter and wife would be standing alone in the street; to be discovered by K.G.B. Agents that had stayed downstairs. In that case, they, and he, would be as good as dead.

The car would be there! he forced himself to think positively. He felt inside his greatcoat to feel the thick, sealed envelope he promised to leave with the driver after he had in hand the travel papers that were to be in the glove compartment of the car. There were enough Rubles in that envelope for that greedy Vice Consul to retire to a Dacha, and then some. The car would be there! he repeated. Vasily mumbled a litany of remembered prayers that the car and driver would be downstairs.

Tatiana had guided her mother into the basement of the building. Vasily caught up to them, took the lead through a stone passage, opened the rear door of the building that led to an alley. It was cold outside—Russian cold—and totally dark. Snow hung in the air. Vasily looked at his watch. It was 4:25 AM. Leningrad’s darkness would cover them for a good five hours more.

Half way back on cobble-stoned Prokophyeva Ulitza (street), the amber turn signal of a parked car lit once in the darkness. He could see the shadow of a driver behind the steering wheel. The shadow of another man opened the door on the passenger side and quickly bounded up two steps into the darkness of an adjacent doorway.

Who was that? Vasily wondered as he turned quickly to his family. He had no time to worry. He and Tatiana half carried Inga in the direction of the darkened car which—with no lights on—was now moving toward them.

When the car was abreast of them, Vasily peered into the windshield, but did not recognize the driver. “You are?” he demanded.

“Robert Leighton sent me,” the driver said in American accented Russian.

Tatiana could only see that the driver was young and had a long, thin nose.

“Quick,” Vasily said, pulling open the rear door of the Lada, pushing Inga and Tatiana into the rear seat. He ran around the car, opened the front passenger door, and threw himself inward. The car began moving even before Vasily secured the door. At the corner, the car turned right onto Viborgskoe Shosse, a wide avenue that led to the outskirts of the city. After a block on Viborgskoe, the driver turned on the headlights.

Tatiana’s right hand, her mother’s left were intertwined, trembling. With her free hand, Tatiana hugged her toy dog Bim tightly.

“Shouldn’t we drive faster?” Vasily asked in Russian.

“If we want to bring attention to ourselves,” the driver answered, also in Russian, staring straight ahead. Tatiana could see his eyes glance in the little rear-view mirror as he studied the streets behind them.

The car moved past occasional workers headed to very early shifts, or coming home from very late ones. Some shadows stood in doorways, drunk, others bent over, scavenging in garbage cans. Tatiana recognized the streets through which they now traveled. The family had lived near here two years ago, before Vasily had begun to bring home rubles by the bagful to bribe housing officials for better quarters. They drove past a hospital. It was here, Tatiana holding onto her mother’s skirt with one hand, Bim with the other, that hunger and poverty had forced them to sift through the spoiled and rotting vegetables discarded by the hospital commissary. They were not alone. Others competed for the half rotten potatoes and wilted greens, manna to those who had nothing. Scraped and trimmed of their blackened edges, Inga made tasty soup, enough to last for three to eat for days after each foray to the hospital. Like cats in the dark, Tatiana and Inga looked into each other’s eyes as they passed behind the dark hulk of the hospital.

Rubles could always find accepting hands in Leningrad, especially at K.G.B. headquarters. For a price, Vasily could learn where and when to expect danger. Many months back, the K.G.B. had mistakenly raided Vasily’s sister’s apartment and arrested her, thinking she was Vasily’s wife. They also found seven hundred fifty thousand rubles in the walls—of which, only five hundred thousand were turned over to the Government. After that, Vasily made sure to put enough rubles, weekly, into the hands of those who could tell him if and when another such raid would happen. He also paid a Deputy Commissar substantially to have the report of the investigation of his sister conclude that the money found in his sister’s apartment had been secreted there by the person who had been assigned the apartment before her. The prior occupant, conveniently for the scenario, was in political exile.

The driver silently pointed to the glove compartment in the dashboard. Vasily opened it. A clear plastic folder held travel documents for three Jewish refugees. The Vice-Consul, whose drug habit, spawned in the lonely, long, dark winter nights of Leningrad, had indeed been greedy enough to supply the papers.

“Everything there?” the driver asked.

“Yes,” said Vasily as he sifted through the papers. He reached into his jacket pocket and passed the promised envelope to the driver.

The car picked up a little speed as they reached the edge of the city, and turned onto the nearly deserted open road that led toward Vuoksenniska, Finland, toward the border and then the train that would carry them first north into Finland, then south, to Western Europe, to Vienna, then to Italy. No one in the car spoke. The steady high revving whine of the Lada’s motor was broken occasionally by Inga’s spasmodic coughing.

Vasily turned anxiously. “Alright?”

Inga, when the coughing subsided, nodded, although he knew she was not.

Vasily took out a package of cigarettes, rolled down his window an inch, He offered a cigarette toward the driver.

“Nyet.”

The match that lit the tip of Vasily’s cigarette glowed within the dark car a moment. Tatiana caught a glimpse of the driver reddish, very short American crew cut hair. Vasily’s thoughts were as dark as the night into which the cigarette smoke escaped through the small opening at the top of the window. He thought about his nights stalking through the streets of the city they had just left, desperately looking for someone, something, from whom he could steal enough to support his pitiful family, his patient wife, his adoring melinki kotyonok, his little kitten, Tatiana.

When Vasily discovered the way to make money, pocketsful, boxes and walls full of it, Inga was already coughing furiously. When he found a way to make all the rubles needed to pay for a good life here, the doctor told him that Inga had tuberculosis, that she needed a dry climate. And then there was the K.G.B.! Vasily cursed silently. But perhaps the K.G.B. finding out about he and his activities, forcing him to flee, was Providence’s way of guiding him to move his family to America, to Arizona, where American doctors could cure Inga. He was sure the American doctors could cure her. If only this driver would go faster.

The money-producing discovery that Vasily had made, came from Uri Mojolevski, another man of the night, with whom Vasily had sporadically done some work—mischief work, monkey work. Mojolevski had returned to Leningrad from Tashkent, Uzbekestan, dressed like a big shot, with a big wad of cash. There were certain people, certain very powerful, politically connected American people, Uri had explained, who were willing to provide funds and protection, to someone in Leningrad who knew how to handle himself and their product—heroin.

Although heroin was totally prohibited in the Soviet Union, considered a decadent, Western commodity in the minds of the Politburo, in the streets it was gold. No, it was better than gold. It was more easily obtained. It didn’t have to be clawed out of the frozen ground. It grew, abounded, and grew again and again. And people wanted it, needed it, would pay gold for it. A small amount of heroin, in no time at all, could lift a vast weight of weariness, dreariness, boredom out of the cold, dark, long, Leningrad winter.

Vasily didn’t know how the people he began to work with were able to accomplish all they did each time there was a trip to import the heroin. Obviously they were, as Uri had said, very powerful, politically connected American people. They were able to give Vasily and his smuggling team funds and travel routes by which they could bring in the heroin from Pakistan without detection, and distribute it through street pushers in Leningrad. In the last two years, Vasily’s people had distributed a ton of heroin in Leningrad, and Vasily had made a ton of rubles in the bargain.

One thing he realized for sure was that if he made all the money he did, this organization of Americans made many more tons of rubles. Why the Americans came all the way to Russia to sell drugs, when there must be so many buyers with far more money in America, Vasily could never figure out. Especially since being caught in Russia would have very harsh Siberian consequences.

He received a partial answer to this question one night as he traveled with the American assigned to protect the shipment—an American always accompanied the shipment to the outskirts of Leningrad. The American, drinking a strong, amber colored liquor from a small bottle—to fight the cold night, he had said—became more talkative with each swig. He said they were able to get through the red tape and borders because they had inside connections, and safe planes, everything they needed to transport the product. In addition, the American said, the K.G.B. agents were all money hungry scumbags. This was a new word to Vasily. Scumbag! All Russians were scumbags, the American added, fucking scumbag enemies. If all their brains fried on heroin, it was no skin off his ass.

About a month ago, however, something went very wrong in their lucrative trafficking. New K.G.B. agents, ones that neither Vasily nor the Americans knew, unearthed a large network of Russians supplying heroin to Leningrad. The K.G.B. had not traced the heroin back to the Americans. Not yet. And, the Americans, not wanting the drugs to be traced back to them, became very agitated.

They told Vasily it would be better for he and his family to get out of Leningrad, preferably out of the U.S.S.R., immediately. In exchange for Vasily’s silent cooperation, the Americans agreed to help Vasily and his family obtain papers to leave the country, help them to reach America and Arizona. Vasily was amazed that the Americans knew about everything in Vasily’s life, his wife, her sickness, their daughter, everything.

Tatiana’s left hand still held Bim close to her. No matter how many toys or presents, dresses, pairs of shoes that her Dad bought with the new riches, nothing, nothing, could ever take the place of Bim. It was he that she carried, then stuffed in the waist of her underpants, when she and her mother made their forays on the hospital trash heaps; it was he that was with her in bed at night, locked in her embrace, keeping her warm when there was little heat. It was Bim to whom she had always confided, when she hoped that her Dad would bring home some money, not so much for her, or for her mother, but for Dad himself, so that he would not feel so bad, would not think of himself as a failure, so he would no longer sit during the day, when his night meanderings resulted in nothing, looking out the window of his room trying to hide his tears of frustration and failure. There was a small hole in Bim’s side where the stitching kept coming undone. But, the imperfection formed a secret place where she could fit the tip of her index finger and tickle Bim inside. Tatiana knew that she would never leave or part with Bim—ever.

Tears came to Tatiana’s eyes as she glanced at her Dad sitting in the front seat of the car, smoke curling up and out his window. Over the last year, despite their finances improving, his mood darkened, his soul became pinched with suffering, as her mother’s condition worsened. Even when he made arrangements with the Americans to get needed medications, thinking that this would be the magic cure for Inga’s condition, it did very little good. Not even all of Vasily’s rubles could buy or bribe the care Inga needed in Leningrad.

As they drove, Vasily had to convince the taciturn driver to stop the car because Inga had a convulsion of coughing. The driver was impatient, almost angry, saying something about appointments, people waiting. Inga forced herself to stop coughing, and they were off again in no more than a minute. As they started up again, Tatiana noted that there were only two more tablets left. They would be out of medication soon. They had to get to a doctor or hospital right away.

About 5:45 AM, while they were still some distance from the Russian/ Finnish border, suddenly, their headlights reflected in the tail lights of a car which appeared to be stopped far ahead on the side of the long desolate roadway. Their car slowed. Why are you slowing? Vasily asked. Their driver said nothing, stopping next to the other car. Who was this? Vasily asked. The driver said he could go no further with them, as it would not be convenient for him to be seen or to have to identify himself to the border patrol. The driver said that he would get out here, and that the other car—driven by another American—would bring him back to Leningrad. Vasily and the family were to travel the last ten kilometers on their own.

The driver exited their car and walked to the middle of the road to talk to the driver of the other car. The other driver stayed in his car, rolling down his window half way. Vasily opened his door and exited their car as well. Inga and Tatiana watched Vasily and the driver standing in front of the car bathed in the headlights in the middle of the frozen night. The engine was still going, the heater providing whatever inadequate warmth a Lada could. Inga began mumbling nervously to Tatiana. She didn’t like this. Not in the middle of nowhere, not with Americans, especially this unfriendly man who was driving them. Vasily had told her the story about the drunk American on one of the trips he periodically took and how the Americans think of Russians as the enemy, as—she couldn’t remember the exact words Vasily had told her the American used. “They are the enemy,” she whispered to Tatiana. “It is they who are the dogs with no souls.”

“Where are you going, Mamma?” said Tatiana as Inga began to stir out of the back seat.

“Here,” she said as she struggled to slide over the back of the forward seat, shifting into the driver’s seat. The headlights still illuminated Vasily and their driver standing in front of the car. Vasily was standing on the left, closer to and facing Inga, Their driver, was on the right, with his back to Inga and Tatiana.

Inga, mumbling to Tatiana, to herself, that one must always be careful of Americans, silently stepped on the clutch and slipped the car into first gear. The driver’s door of the other car began to open behind Vasily. He did not see, although Inga did, that the driver of that car was holding a pistol. She also saw their own driver reach into the right hand pocket of his coat and began to withdraw a dark, shiny, metal object.

Inga did not cough now. When the man emerging from the other car stood up behind Vasily and raised his arm with a weapon in hand, Inga, instantly, blew the horn, simultaneously, mashing the accelerator pedal to the floorboard and turning the steering wheel to the right. All three men in the road began to turn as the car lurched forward. Inga missed Vasily, hitting their American driver directly in the back of his legs, hard, sending him flying into the air. The car continued forward and pushed the man from the other car against the side of that car. They heard an agonized scream as the man’s eyes went wild with pain. He was barely four feet from them, pinned by the hood of their car, unable to move, glaring with hate and pain directly into the dark interior of their car. Inga kept her foot on the accelerator, the wheels spinning on the frozen road, grinding their car into that American dog who would shoot her husband, until she pushed the other car off the road.

Vasily opened the rear door and jumped in beside Tatiana as Inga shifted into reverse gear. The wheels of their car spun again as the car tore backwards at the ground. The man who had been pinned to the other car, fell to the snow covered ground, rolling, screaming in blood and pain.

Inga pushed the gear shift lever forward, ground the gears, cursed, depressed the clutch again, shifted into first gear, and stepped on the accelerator. The man who had been their driver appeared on his knees near the front of the other car, now aiming a pistol at them. Tatiana saw his thin, long face, reddish hair, hate in his eyes. Inga drove right at him. He threw himself backward, as the car lunged forward. She turned the wheel, fish tailed on the icy road several times, and sped in the direction of the border.

Shots rang out from behind them as Inga ground the gears and up-shifted. A bullet ripped through the rear window of the car. Inga started screaming and praying as she drove, shouting to Vasily to protect Tatiana.

“Change gears, change gears,” Vasily shouted from the floor of the back seat. He was laying on top of Tatiana.

Inga shifted gears again as the car picked up speed, plunging into the night.

“Shift gears again,” said Vasily. He raised his head to look behind them. They were putting distance between themselves and the lights of the other vehicle that seemed to still be off the road, not moving.

In three minutes, lights no longer appeared behind them, Vasily had Inga stop the car, and move quickly to the passenger seat. He jumped out of the rear seat and took the wheel of the car. He drove as fast as he could on the icy road.

“What will we do? What will we do?” screamed Inga over and over, glancing behind them.

“You saved us, Inga. You saved us,” shouted Vasily, joyously, exulting in their escape.

“What will we do?” Inga said again, shaking uncontrollably with fright.

Vasily looked in the rear view mirror. There were no lights behind them. “We will go through. Say nothing,” he told Inga. “Say nothing,” he repeated to Tatiana. “We have papers. We will go through. You must be calm. Be calm,” he commanded Inga. “Breathe deep.” Inga began to force herself to calm down, nodding her head. “The Americans can not come and tell the border guards that they were trying to kill us, can they? We will make it.” He paused, shrugged. “Or we will be stopped.”

“Oh, my God, Vasily,” moaned Inga, “Oh, my God, oh, my God, oh, my God!”

“Stop,” Vasily said sternly. “We will not be stopped.”

Inga stopped crying, but she could not stop shaking and moaning the entire way to the border. Tatiana was shocked into silence, squeezing Bim until he was ready to burst.

In another five minutes, Tatiana could see buildings and fences ahead, and bright spotlights that lit the entire checkpoint area of the border. She looked out through the rear window. There were no car lights. She saw two heavy wire fences ahead. They were parallel to each other, 50 meters apart, each fence topped with barbed wire. The fences stretched in both directions, disappearing into the darkness, entirely cutting off the border.

The space between the fences was heavily webbed with barbed wire. Where the road passed through the fences, guard houses and heavy control barriers blocked each side. Even if one of the gates was lifted, a car could proceed no more than ten meters before it came directly to a low, cement block wall. At this point, the road took a ninety degree turn to the left, where there was another cement barrier ten meters ahead. A car had to traverse around it, then travel another seventy meters to the Finnish side, where there was another set of cement barriers, ninety degree turns, another control barrier, and a guard house flying a Finnish flag.

“At this hour, there are supposed to be only two guards on each side,” said Vasily. “We must move quickly. On the day shift, there are many more. The Americans could come up behind us any minute to make more trouble. I don’t think they would succeed, but we don’t need any complications.”

A shadowy figure came to one of the misted windows of the nearest cement building. Shortly, a man in a heavy military coat, a fur ushanka on his head, an automatic rifle slung up-side down over his shoulder, came out and walked to the car. Vasily opened his door and exited the vehicle, beginning to speak to the man. Mother and daughter watched as he handed the family’s papers to the man. Smoke curled out of their mouths as they spoke. They turned, both looking at the car. Inga began to cough, gently, at first. She stuffed the handkerchief into her mouth to stop herself. But her coughing grew more violent. Tatiana put her arms around her mother. Vasily leaned down to look through the window, his eyes silently pleading with her to control her coughing, urging Tatiana with a glance to take care of her mother. Tatiana began rubbing her mother’s neck, sporadically glancing out through the rear window. There were no lights behind them—yet.

“Hurry, Daddy, hurry,” Tatiana was murmuring to herself, frightened, her lips trembling. Inga stuffed her handkerchief further into her mouth until she could not breathe. The coughing forced air out of her nose. A slick of cold perspiration covered her forehead.

The guard read the papers, angled his head, bent, to get a better look into the car. Vasily put his hand in his coat and discretely lifted a packet of currency from his pocket.

Tatiana noticed that there were now two guards standing with Vasily. They were both studying the car.

Tatiana saw light dimly cut into the night behind them. “They are coming, they are coming,” she whispered to Inga. Inga moaned, cried, heaved with constrained coughing as she tried to look out the back window. Her eyes terrified, the cloth hanging out of her mouth, Inga struggled in her heavy coat to shift herself back into the driver’s seat of the Lada. She would be ready again if it was necessary to crush these two guards as well. Vasily glanced only for a moment into the air behind the car. Vasily and the two guards walked closely together toward the fence. Steam from their mouths disappeared into the cold night. Tatiana could distinctly see two headlights now. They were some distance off, but not very far.

Vasily turned, began to walk toward the car, saw Inga in the driver’s seat, and waved her to drive forward. One of the guards pushed down on the end of the weighted barrier, lifting the iron gate high into the air. The other guard was smiling as he stuffed a packet Vasily had given him into his great coat. Inga ground the gears as she tried to put the car into first gear. Tatiana could feel her mother shaking with fear and spasms of restrained coughing as the car moved forward slowly. Tatiana pulled Bim, who was under her sweater, closer. She suddenly had to pee as they passed very close to the two guards. One of them bent down. Tatiana squeezed Bim tighter. Her underpants were now wet. Her legs were shaking. The guard had a black beard and dark eyes. Vasily still stood with the guards as Inga moved the car past the lifted barrier. Immediately as their car cleared the barrier, there was a loud noise as the barrier dropped heavily back into place behind them. Vasily waved Inga into the passenger seat as he moved back behind the steering wheel, driving the car forward. He waved to the guards as he looked into the rear view mirror. The other car was less than a kilometer back.

Vasily drove the car slowly. He didn’t want to make the guards lift their Kalikovs from their shoulders. He made the left at the first cement barrier, then the right at the second, and started across the open area between the borders.

“Take packages out of my pocket,” he said to Inga.

“Where?”

“In the pocket, right there,” he inclined his head toward his right side. Inga went into his pockets, searching, frightened, looking behind them at the Russian guards and at the lights of a car that was only three hundred meters away.

“How many?” Inga asked.

“Two.”

Tatiana saw the buildings and fences ahead were not exactly the same as the ones that they had just come through, but their purpose was no less obvious. A guard came toward their car. Vasily rolled down the window in advance to talk to the man. Another guard came out of the building. Like the others, the guards had automatic rifles slung up-side down on their shoulders. Tatiana could feel Inga shaking violently beneath her heavy coat. She rubbed a mittened glove over Inga’s back. Vasily said soothing words to Inga, assuring her that they would be through these fences and away from the guards in moments.

Tatiana could see the clock on the dashboard. It was 6:15AM.

“What if they don’t let us through?” wheezed Inga. “Vasily. What if they don’t let us through?” There was panic close beneath the surface of her voice.

“It’s going to be all right, Mom,” soothed Tatiana, who was close to panic herself. “It is all right. Don’t worry. Dad will take care of things.” She felt her loyal Bim against her chest. “Yes, yes, everything is all right,” said Vasily, turning again to Inga, soothing her. He glanced out the back window. The other car was just a hundred meters back.

“Vasily! They’re there,” Inga said, staring out the back window. “What are we going to do?” Inga’s panic was rising.

Vasily opened his window. He handed their papers, wrapped around two packages of rubles, to the first guard. The guard opened the papers and stared. He turned to the other guard and said something in Finnish.

“Ohh, Vasily, Vasily.”

“Shhhh.”

The two guards now laughed together. The first guard handed the papers back to Vasily as the second guard opened the gate. “Perfect order, perfect order,” said the guard in Russian. “Everyone should have such papers.” He laughed as he waved Vasily to start moving forward.

“Da, da,” Vasily said abstractly as he moved the car forward.

“What’s going on, Vasily? What is the delay?”

“No delay. We are going. Be calm. It is okay.”

“What about the other car, Vasily?”

Vasily saw a car, the American’s car, stop on the other side of the Russian fence. No one exited the car. The Russian guards walked toward that car.

“What are they going to say to Russian guards?” said Inga, her teeth chattering.

“I don’t wait to listen.” Vasily put the car in gear and started forward. He rolled the window up as he drove. The car neared the Finn at the gate. He bent down to look into the steamed windows as their car drove past him. Tatiana saw he was young, blonde, with a moustache; he was smiling. Inga had stopped breathing and shaking.

“Dad, Mom has stopped breathing!,” Tatiana said desperately to her father.

“Shake her, rub her, do something,” Vasily said quickly. “I cannot stop.” They were only half way through the barriers. The guards were looking in the direction of the Russian guardhouse.

Tatiana pulled Bim out from under her sweater so she could get closer to her mother. She twisted her mother’s body. Inga’s head flopped backward onto the seat back. She opened her mother’s coat, and felt in her neck for a pulse.

“I am almost through,” said Vasily. “Rub her, warm her, Tatiana, do anything. Do anything. There is cognac. Give her cognac. In the pocket behind the seat. Cognac. Give her.”

Tatiana felt the car pick up speed. Heard the gates closing. She put her finger into the cognac bottle she found in the seat pocket, and rubbed some on her mother’s lips. She lifted the bottle to Inga’s nose so she would get the pungent smell into her body. Vasily stopped the car, taking Inga by her two shoulders. He shook her, watching her face. He eased her back into the seat and hit the flat of his palm against her chest three times, very hard. Tatiana felt a light pulse in her mother’s neck. “I can feel something, Dad. I can feel her pulse. She’s alive!” Tatiana lifted the bottle of cognac to her mother’s lips, letting the liquid touch them.

Vasily turned and began the car forward again. “What’s happening? Tell me what’s happening.” shouted Vasily, staring ahead.

“Her eyes are still closed, but she’s breathing.”

“I can’t stop again,” said Vasily, his eyes staring straight ahead.

Inga, eyes closed, began to moan. Her eyelids fluttered, although she did not open them. “I think she just fainted from the fright,” said Tatiana.

“Here’s the highway. I have to turn left here,” said Vasily. “Is she awake? Inga, we are through. We are in Finland. Inga, we are free. Can you hear me, my love? Everything is all right. Is she awake, kotyonok?”

“She is coming to,” said Tatiana. “Oh, Daddy. I am so scared.”

“It is all right now, melinki kotyonok. We are through. It is all going to be all right now. Inga. Inga?”

“I hear you, Vasily, my life,” Inga murmured. “I hear you, my life. You saved us.”

“Oh, Mom, Mom. You scared me,” said Tatiana, clinging to her mother, hugging her, kissing her face.

The family spent a month in Vienna as they waited for the agency that handled Jewish Refugees to process them. Inga’s health was deteriorating rapidly. When Vasily advised the doctors that she had been taking medicine regularly for three weeks, every day, and what she had been taking, they knew Inga was in serious trouble. The doctors doubted that there was much that they could do to save Inga.

At the end of a month, the family traveled by rail through Italy to the port city of Ostia, just south of Rome, where the breakwater in the harbor had been formed by the engineers of Emperor Claudius filling with cement and sinking the great barge on which Cesar Augustus brought the Flaminian obelisk from Heliopolis. Now in that historic site, an entire community of Russian Jews breathed the warm, mild sea air of the Mediterranean. There were palm trees near the shore not far from the stucco house with orange tile roof in which the family had rented rooms.

Italy and freedom should have been wonderful for Tatiana and her family. But it was not. In fact, in later years, Tatiana hardly remembered living there, or anything about it, except that her mother weakened daily, for three and a half months. Only prayer formed the major bulwark between Inga and the grave. And the foundation of that bulwark eroded steadily.

On a beautiful, cloudless day, under a vast, perfect, blue Italian sky, on a rolling hillside over which victorious Roman legions, centuries before, had marched from the sea to Imperial Rome, in the Spring of 1983, Inga Marcovich was buried in a Jewish cemetery.

Tatiana prayed as she stood at her mother’s grave. Then she glanced across the Italian hills, Bim dangling from her hand, viewing the dark cypress trees standing like thin sentinels on the entrance road of an estate on the far hillside. She prayed both for her mother’s soul and that the man, that American with the hooked nose, the thin face, the red hair, who attempted to kill them in the freezing night, the one who caused her mother such fright and fear, would find his way to the deepest, darkest, hottest part of hell, very soon. Tatiana wept into Bim’s scraggly side, bitter, angry tears, that day.


Watkins Glen Race Track : June 18, 1996 : 10:20 A.M.

The nose of Blue 2 was drafting right behind the open motor and exhausts of Green 9. The two single-seater Formula Fords hurtled as one down the long back straight at Watkins Glen, high above the Finger Lakes of Northern New York State.

Sandro Luca, surrounded by, yet totally oblivious to the blast from the exhaust in front of him, the squeaking, shaking, rattling of the cockpit into which he was squeezed, peered intently through the tinted lexan visor of his crash helmet. His brake point for the sweeping right at the end of the straight—a tilted post in the catch fence—loomed close. Sandro continued to grind the accelerator hard to the floorboard. His brake point whipped past. Green 9 braked as it turned toward the apex. This was the moment; Sandro clenched his teeth, turning his steering wheel deftly, diving between Green 9 and the apex. In his peripheral vision, he saw the blur of the other driver’s black helmet turn toward him. “Out of nowhere, baby, out of nowhere,” Sandro muttered as he fought the jiggling steering wheel through the turn, drifting left as he exited just ahead of Green 9. In his rear view mirror, the driver of Green 9 was shaking an orange fire-proof mitten in the air.

Inside the echo chamber of his crash helmet, Sandro laughed. So it was a little pushy! So it was a little dangerous! So what?

Glancing ahead, past the upcoming left, Sandro sighted a black car beginning to ascend into the pine forest.

“Next!” he muttered, his foot pressing harder against the metal floorboard. For an instant, Sandro was conscious of hurtling into shadows of dark green pines. He began to set up for the uphill right hander that led to a short straight. He had already closed some of the gap to the black car.

“Deeper, deeper,” he said aloud, guiding his car into the turn. The car bounced, jiggled, rattled, the wheel fought his grip; his body was pressed hard against the inside of the cockpit tub. Sandro could no longer see the black car, just the swirling kaleidoscope of trees, track, and flaggers, as his car powered through the turn. Sandro eased the steering wheel back a notch; the car quieted a bit, then smoothed as he drifted to the outside of the turn.

“Perfectemundo,” he said, smiling. He had gained a lot of ground through that turn. He was practically up the ass of Black 6 as they hurtled along the short straight, toward the 90 degree left. Sandro eased slowly into Black 6’s slipstream, the towing effect letting him back off the throttle slightly.

He knew, after the left turn, there was the sharp right into the front straight. The two cars drifted together to the right edge, setting up for the left ninety. Black 6 would expect a move on the second turn, the one into the straight. Sandro held his breath, cautioning himself. Careful, careful … He turned the steering wheel left suddenly, at the same instant, pressing his foot to the floor, demanding the power to slingshot out of the black car’s slipstream. For an instant, Sandro saw a portion of the other driver’s yellow helmet.

Deeper, deeper, Momma! Sandro muttered, his arms and hands quickly adjusting the steering wheel of the jouncing car. Black 6 was directly next to him, fading. As he pulled past, some part of Black 6 touched Sandro’s rear wheels. He bounced roughly, canting toward the right. Sandro fought the wheel left, easing the car back toward the outside of the track. He glanced in the mirror. Black 6 wasn’t there.

That was hairy, thought Sandro, rifting left, setting up for the right into the long front straight. Hairy, my ass! he murmured to himself. He was here to race. He laughed at the thought that the only way to know if you were going fast enough is if you were scaring the hell out of yourself. Then again, he thought, what could happen—I kill myself? For a flashing instant Sandro weighed the alternatives: whining clients, conniving adversaries, authoritarian judges in black dresses running his life. Sandro tried to press his foot through the floorboard.

When not dressed in fire-proof clothing from head to toe, including a balaclava under his crash helmet, through which only eye holes were cut, Alessandro Luca was an elegant, handsome, thirty-nine year old lawyer, who had long ago won his spurs in the coterie known as the best criminal trial lawyers in New York City—which, as far as he was concerned, meant the best in the world.

Sandro negotiated the turn into the front straight with ease. He particularly liked the Watkins Glen track. And today, it particularly liked him. In the first practice session, he had turned his personal best time, finishing second overall. Only Scott Kuhn had a better time. It was Kuhn who was in his sights now. He passed a green back marker as he exited the turn. Ahead, empty grandstands were on the left. On the right was the timing tower and the pits filled with mechanics adjusting cars, flaggers, and drivers from other races standing on the pit wall, watching the competition.

Sandro’s Blue 2 was gaining speed down the front straight when someone in the timing tower began to wave a black flag in one hand, pumping a pointed finger on the other at Sandro’s car.

Me? Black flagged? What the hell for? thought Sandro. He checked his gauges quickly. Oil pressure was up. Water temperature was okay. He listened to the drone of the spinning wheels, the rattles of the body. Everything sounds okay. Black flag? Sandro eased back on the throttle, and moved to the outside of the track. Green 9 hurtled past on the inside of the track. Black 6 went by. Son of a bitch!

Sandro did a full circuit on the outside edge of the course as fast as he could and entered the pit lane. Ahead, on the counter of his pit booth, he could see Tatiana Marcovich, in a red Ferrari jumpsuit Tatiana was now 26 years old, tall, her eyes dark, soulful, framed by long blonde hair pulled in a pony tail through the adjustment strap at the back of her cap.

A man in a business suit was standing just to the side of the pit booth. He smiled as he reached into his jacket and took out a credentials wallet, flashing an I.D. and badge at Sandro’s approaching car. An Agent? Sandro murmured to himself as he stepped on the brakes. What the hell was this about?

Tatiana stepped down from the counter. She had grown into a statuesque woman; when she wore heels, she was slightly taller than Sandro. She took off her cap, shaking out her long hair. Her face was attractive, with a warm, engaging smile, which hinted at sensuous mystery and intrigue. At the moment, she carefully studied the man with the badge. He said something to her. Sandro couldn’t hear over the sound of race cars flat out down the front straight. Tatiana shrugged, turning toward Sandro, who was unhooking his 6-way safety harness. He pushed himself up out of the driver’s tub.

As he stepped out of the vehicle, Sandro Luca, Trial Attorney, became oblivious to the noise from the track, the world of hurtling voitures. He had already shifted gears into the world of the New York justice system. His lawyer’s mind now raced with questions. Why had an Agent come to the track? What agency was he from? Was he there to bring Sandro a message, or arrest him for some bizarre reason? What a hell of a craft he had chosen, Sandro thought as he walked toward Tatiana and the Agent. Always on guard, never knowing when some judge was going to make you go to trial, never being able to plan anything ahead, never even knowing—lawyers being an especially sweet target for prosecutors—if some jailbird was manufacturing stories about a lawyer in order to gain a sweeter deal or a lighter sentence for himself.

The Agent said something toward Sandro. He still couldn’t hear. Several mechanics in their greasy jumpsuits, tools in hand, were watching the proceedings.

Sandro pulled the helmet, then the fire-proof balaclava from his head. He pointed to one ear, indicating that he couldn’t hear. He pointed to the back of the pit booths.

“If you had to arrest me, couldn’t you at least wait until I finished practice?” Sandro said to the Agent, half joking. “Sandro Luca,” he reached to shake the Marshal’s hand. “This is Tatiana Marcovich.”

“We met,” said the Marshal. He took another moment to study this exotic woman from a world far removed from the Finger Lakes. When his eyes shifted back, he noticed Sandro studying him in turn. “Sorry to interrupt your racing, Counselor. Jim Hollingsworth. Marshal’s office, Northern District. You really put the move on those cars coming into the front straight.” Sandro nodded.

“You were wonderful,” said Tatiana, smiling, linking an arm with Sandro. She spoke with a hint of Russian accent. “The Marshal says that you have a big case in the court”.

“I don’t have any cases in the Northern District.”

“A Judge Ellis, Merian Ellis, Southern District, you know him, her? I can’t tell if he’s a boy of a girl.”

“Neither can anyone else,” said Sandro. The Marshal laughed. “Even though Judge Ellis wears earrings and long hair.”

“The way I hear it,” the Marshal shrugged innocently, “that doesn’t tell much about a person from New York City.”

“You ought to come down to the big city, sometime, Marshal,” said Sandro. “It’s not as bad as you’ve heard.”

“One of these days, maybe I will.”

Sandro first met Tatiana six years ago, when he was defending her father, Vasily, on charges that he owed the I.R.S. tax on two million dollars of undeclared income. Sandro claimed, on behalf of Marovich, that the money was not income, but rather money wired or smuggled into the United States when he emigrated from Russia. After two lengthy conferences, although the I.R.S. was pig-headed and obtuse, a Tax Court judge persuaded the attorney for the Service that the documentation of K.G.B. raids which unearthed millions of other dollars belonging to Marcovich in Russia, and Tatiana’s testimony concerning Vasily’s and her family’s narrow escape from Russia in the middle of the night, and the K.G.B. plot to murder them—all supported Sandro’s contention that Vasily did not earn the money while in the United States. Upon an agreement whereby Marcovich would make a payment of several thousand dollars for some technical impropriety in filing his tax returns, the I.R.S. agreed the case should be discontinued.

At the time of the I.R.S. case, Tatiana was in her junior year in college. More recently, when Vasily decided to open a large, sumptuous restaurant in Brooklyn’s Brighton Beach area named “Vasily’s,” he contacted Sandro to help with the application for a liquor and cabaret license and the other legal details that were necessary to satisfy the municipal bureaucracy of New York City. Vasily’s—at least for the moment—was the newest and largest of the popular Russian Brighton Beach supper clubs. Since, during the pendency of the IRS problems, Vasily had transferred ownership of all his business interests into Tatiana’s name, she was the nominal owner of the restaurant.

Their second encounter was a year and a half ago. Since then, Sandro and Tatiana had become frequent companions; dinner and theater expanded into the occasional weekend jaunt to the British Virgin Islands for sailing or Aspen for skiing. Tatiana had arranged, weeks back, for her father to take over her tasks at the restaurant so that she and Sandro could drive up to Watkins Glen to spend this race weekend together.

“What’s really up?” Sandro said to the Marshall.

“Seems this Judge Ellis thinks you’re supposed to be trying some case down there in front of her instead of frolicking up here in God’s country.”

“Bullshit!” Sandro said angrily. “Sorry,” he said, turning to Tatiana.

Tatiana smiled, taking one of Sandro’s hands in hers. “Mr. Luca still lives in a world of knights.” The emphasis she put on the ‘k’, made the word two syllables.

The Marshal nodded, his ear working on understanding Tatiana’s accent. “I have orders to transport you to the nearest airport and deposit you on a plane going to New York. Then I’ve got to call the Judge and tell her what plane you’re on. I’d be very much surprised if you didn’t have a Southern District Marshal meeting you on the other end.”

“Do you know what case I’m supposed to be trying, by any chance?” Sandro and Tatiana began to walk toward the area where street cars were parked. The Marshal followed.

“I think—not positive about this. It’s a big drug case with jigaboos.”

“Jigaboos? I haven’t’ hear that word in years.”

“What are jigaboos—” Tatiana shook her head.

“It’s a word for black people,” said Sandro.

“Really? I never heard this.”

“Lots of big city ways and words haven’t reached up here yet, thank the Lord,” the Marshal said to Tatiana. “Where are you from? You don’t sound like you’re from New York.”

Tatiana glanced toward Sandro.

“You must be talking about the Hardie case,” said Sandro. “Judge Ellis relieved me from that case ten weeks ago—just so she could get the trial started.”

“You can’t prove anything by me, Counselor. I’m just following orders.” Sandro stopped next to a navy blue Ferrari Testa Rossa and opened the door. The Marshal stepped back to ogle the car. “This yours, Counselor?”

Sandro nodded, releasing the cable for the luggage compartment.

“Mmm, mmmph. This sum-bitch—sorry, ma’am—”

Tatiana smiled and shrugged.

“—looks like she’s doing 90 standing still, Counselor. What’ll she do?”

“If there was any place to do it, 175, 180.”

“Damn.” The Marshal wagged his head rapturously.

Sandro threw his gloves into his helmet into the storage compartment. “Turn around a second,” he said to Tatiana. She raised her eyebrows, then dutifully faced the opposite direction. Standing between the open door and the interior of the car, Sandro began to remove his fire proof racing gear. “Why did she send for me?” Sandro asked the Marshal as he put on beige slacks and tasseled loafers.

“Not gospel, but I think the lawyer for your man there, what’s his name, had an accident,” said the Marshal. “Can I take a look at the engine?”

“Sure,” said Sandro. “Pull the engine cable for the Marshal,” he said to Tatiana. She reached into the car and released a cable. “It’s back here,” Sandro said, lifting the rear lid to reveal the flat twelve cylinders and four mean exhausts.

“Whoa.…”

“I’m going to give the Judge a call,” said Sandro. “I’m not supposed to be on that case.”

“It’s okay with me Counselor, either way,” said the Marshal, leaning over, his hands behind his back, to peer into the engine compartment from a respectful distance. “Like I said, I’m just following orders. I got the phone number right here if you want. I’m supposed to call when I find you.” He handed Sandro a small slip of paper.

“Can you tell them you couldn’t find me?”

The Marshal shrugged. “I wish I could, Counselor.”

“I’ll give you a ride in the Ferrari.”

“Don’t make me charge you with sorely tempting a government official,” the Marshal chuckled.

“Let’s give them a call.” Sandro said, taking his car phone from its cradle on the console. Cars on the track were loudly zooming past the pits. “Won’t be able to hear. There’s a phone booth back here,” said Sandro, walking toward the back wall of the timing tower. He punched his phone code into the keypad, then the numbers from the slip of paper the Marshal had given him.

“So what if Hardie’s lawyer had an accident?” Sandro murmured half aloud as he faced the phone. The phone on the other end rang, then rang again. “She put me out of the case so it could go forward! Now she wants me back in it?” Sandro listened to a few more rings, then hung up.

“How’d you do?” said the Marshal.

“Answering machine. Says to call after five. Makes no sense. After five they go home.”

“Not a very good system,” said Tatiana.

“People don’t have all those answering machines up here. We answer our own phone if we’re about.”

“There’s no way I’m flying down to New York and leaving my car up here.”

“I can drive the car to New York if you want,” said Tatiana, a smile on her lips.

“Like I said, there’s no way I’m leaving my car here and flying down to New York.”

“You don’t trust me to drive your car?”

“I trust you with my life,” said Sandro.

“What about the car?”

Sandro smiled wider, knowing that Tatiana was leading him through the Jack Benny routine he had told her about. “I’m thinking, I’m thinking,” Sandro filled in. Tatiana laughed, putting her arm around Sandro. “What time is the next plane to New York, anyway?” Sandro asked the Marshal.

“Well, you’re in luck there, Counselor. This isn’t exactly New York City. First direct flight isn’t until tomorrow morning. There’s a plane that leaves here at three thirty this afternoon. Goes to Chicago, gets into New York, about seven forty five.”

“I can drive and be in New York before that.”

“There’s no doubt in my mind about that, Counselor.” The Marshal wagged his head again at the Testa Rossa.

“Is there any way we can work this thing out?” Sandro asked. “How about if you don’t find me until tomorrow morning?”

“I’d sure love to accommodate you, Counselor, but if someone at the office calls over here, and somebody says you’ve been here racing cars, and I didn’t get you to New York. Well, heck, you know …”

“Yeah, yeah.” Sandro glanced at the track. The cars from the session were coming into the pits. “Get in,” he said to the Marshal, nodding toward the Ferrari. He took his helmet out of the storage compartment and handed it to the Marshal.

“You mean it,” the Marshal said, starting to slide in behind the steering wheel.

“The other side, wise guy.”

The Marshal and Tatiana both laughed. “I just wanted to sit behind the wheel a second.”

“Billy, lend me your helmet,” Sandro called to a driver near the pits. The other driver threw his helmet to Sandro.

“We’ll go around once, and then you can call New York and tell them you did your mischief, you messed up our beautiful weekend.”

“Sorry, Miss,” the Marshal said to Tatiana. “Italy, right, your accent?”

“You have a great ear for accents,” Sandro smirked as he fired the engine. It snarled into life. He feathered the throttle, warming the engine as the Marshal, smiling like a kid at Christmas, donned the helmet, slid into the passenger seat, and buckled the safety belt.

“We’ll go for one quick tour around the track before the next cars get out there. Then we’ll hustle on to New York.”

“They gonna let you go around the track?” asked the Marshal.

“Hey, you’re the U.S. Marshal, aren’t you?”

“Damn right,” he laughed. “Move it on out.”

Sandro slipped the car into first gear as he studied the track. He eased forward, moving slowly on pit lane. He revved the engine to 7,000 RPM, held it, then popped the clutch. The car lunged toward the looping right hander at the end of pit lane; Sandro deftly upshifted to second just as the car crested a slight rise in the track; the bottom seemed to fall out of the car.

“Jee-suss Ch-ri-st!!!!” shouted the Marshal.


Harlem : June 18, 1996 : 4:05 P.M.

The Midnight Cafe was on 137th Street off Adam Clayton Powell Jr. Boulevard. Its walls were wood paneled, remnants of its service as an Episcopal chapel in the late 1880s, when Harlem was a fashionable, brownstone-lined suburb of Upper Manhattan. Later, the chapel was converted into a funeral parlor, until 1930, when it became a speakeasy, then, finally, after Prohibition, a restaurant.

During normal business hours, The Midnight Cafe was an upscale restaurant with a dash of forbidden for adventurous, white downtowners. To add to its inaccessibility, and therefore, desirability, the Cafe’s doors were always locked, opened only to customers who identified themselves to a bouncer at the Judas Eye in the door.

After dinner hours, the lounge area in the front of the Café morphed into an after-hours blues club, mostly for soul brothers and sisters. The dining room in back was usually empty by then, the late night habitués preferring the intimacy of the lounge.

At the moment, except for an early party of four white suburban theater-goers, the dining room was empty. Red Hardie and Money Dozier sat alone in the last banquette in the lounge area. They had come directly from the long strategy meeting at Marty Adams’ law office, a meeting prompted by Leppard’s nose bleed, the Judge’s threat to revoke Red’s bail, her plan to bring Sandro Luca back into the case, and all that occurred earlier in the day.

“You want another drink, Mr. Red?” asked Money as he drained his glass of Chivas Regal.

“I’m okay, Money.” Red’s attention was focused on the wood paneling of the wall across from their table.

The Midnight Café was not a regular stop for Red and Money. In fact, they hardly ever patronized the place. Not that they stayed away purposely. For no particular reason, the Café had never made it onto Red’s list of usual stops. Which is precisely the reason it had surprised Money—and the surveillance crew following them—when he suggested they stop there before heading home. When the doorman, and then the proprietor, saw Red and Money at the door, they were elated to have such notables join them. Red declined the booth usually occupied by the proprietor, right up in front, preferring, instead, a banquette tucked away in the back corner of the lounge.

Money signaled the waitress, a light skinned young woman with a taut body clad in an ultra-short black dress with substantial decolletage. The owner had especially assigned her to their table.

“What can I get you, gentlemen?” the waitress said with a wide smile. She knew very well who the two men were. Everyone in Harlem knew.

“I’ll have another of these,” said Money, shaking the ice cubes within his empty glass, his eyelids fluttering.

“Can I get you another?” the waitress smiled toward Red.

“Hmmm. No, no, I’m fine just now,” Red glanced and smiled momentarily at the waitress. She turned to see where Red’s attention was focused.

“What’s causin’ you consternation, Mr. Red?” Money asked as the waitress left.

“Every day is something new, something weird, Money. Can you imagine, that damn little witch thinks I had something to do with the lawyer’s nose bleeding!”

Money shook his head slowly.

“On top of that, we can’t even have ourselves a quiet drink without that tail they tied on us.” Red chuckled now, softly. “They must be going crazy out there. They don’t have a bug in here, that’s for sure. And the people at the door won’t let them in—so they’re euchred. Have to sit in their ugly little car and wait.”

The waitress put a fresh drink in front of Money. “You sure you don’t want anything?” she said to Red, smiling.

“I’m fine, honey. You know what we were talking about in court today—” Red stopped, smiled, waiting for the waitress to leave, “—you know, about a snitch.” Money nodded. “I mean, look at the places the Man has raided, the stashes of cash supposed to be safe that they grabbed, even, sometimes, knowing the strategy we come up with for the trial. Somebody’s got to be feeding them inside information. That’s the reason I told you to empty the cash out of some places personally, before they got to it.”

“You tell me who this snitch is, Mr. Red, when you figure out.”

“You can eliminate the lawyers,” said Red. “They’d know the strategy, but not the safe places.”

Money’s jaw muscles flexed tautly as he picked up his drink. “You figure it’s one of the Defendants?”

“Hard to imagine. Why would one of the Defendants be doing something to hurt himself?”

Money shrugged.

“Could be one of the Defendant’s people, though, a wife, a girl friend—” Red picked up his empty glass and turned to look toward the front of the restaurant. The waitress was already walking toward the table.

“Another of the same?” said Red.

“Will do,” she said brightly, swiveling her way toward the bar.

“You don’t mind my saying so, Mr. Red, but that accountant nephew of your ex-wife is awful close to everything.”

“Why is it that Awgust has always rubbed you the wrong way?”

“’Cause, frankly, Mr. Red, he’s always been a little sneak.” Red shook his head. “Remember that time with the kids in the school playground, when he was a kid?”

“That was a long time ago, Money.”

“Still the same sneak, Mr. Red, still the same. I don’t really care nothing about him. I’m only concerned about you.”

The time that Money was talking about, the time at the playground, Awgust Nichols was still only a young teenager. He had come running to Red, crying, sniffling, scared looking, saying that the kids in the playground were taking his money, throwing his homework around, giving him a hard time. Red, angered by what Awgust told him, took young Awgust, dark-skinned, his lower jaw slightly underslung, into the front passenger seat of his long, purple, fish tail 1973 Cadillac convertible. They drove slowly along Harlem’s Lenox Avenue. Red kept that car waxed to a mirror finish. People on the sidewalk admired the car as it moved slowly. Some recognized the driver and waved.

Red Hardie was not quite forty then, handsome, vigorous, his reddish hair styled in a modified Afro, with a medium moustache. He waved back to many, smiled to some. His face was not happy, however. “You okay, now?” he said, turning to the unhappy Awgust.

“I guess, Uncle Red,” Awgust said softly. He was the son of Red’s wife, Leslie’s, sister. Awgust was also Leslie’s Godson. As Leslie and Red were childless, Leslie took her duties as Godmother seriously. At the time of the playground incident, Red and Leslie were going through some personal problems—Leslie was on Red’s back about staying out late, about finding a lipstick wedged in the passenger seat of the car, about the narcotics business that was replacing the numbers business—so Red figured that helping Awgust might put him back on Leslie’s good side.

Red tried to calm Awgust, console him, particularly when he said that he was too scared to go back to school anymore. It was then that Red offered to drive Awgust back to school, said he’d speak to the young punks, to the principal, to his teacher, to whomever Awgust wanted, but school was important, it was essential. Awgust was too bright to let himself be bothered by some worthless loafers; he was a young man with a future; he was going to make his parents and his Aunt Leslie proud.

Awgust’s parents had already mentioned to Red (at Sunday dinner a couple of weeks before the playground incident) that Awgust had complained about the work being too easy at the school, how rowdies there were taunting him as a goody-goody, tearing his clothes, his books, his homework. Red said he would help Awgust’s parents with the tuition at a private school starting the next semester. That made Leslie very happy. She and her sister began the search for a new school the very next day.

“I sure don’t think you ought to speak to the principal,” murmured Awgust as they neared the school yard.

Red waved to someone on the sidewalk. Awgust had always been mightily impressed by the number of people who admired and respected his uncle. Not that Red knew all of them; they knew him by reputation, had seen his picture in the local papers, glanced at him as he walked by with his retinue. In most locales, being the head of an organization reputed to be in the numbers racket, to be selling millions of dollars worth of narcotics each week in New York, Philadelphia, Boston, Washington D.C., and elsewhere, would not make one an elder of the church, a member of exclusive country clubs, and a pillar of the community. In Harlem, however, that reputation was a distinction, an indication that Red Hardie was smarter, smoother, faster, and more clever than the Man.

Actually, for quite some time now, Red had begun to spend more time in his legitimate enterprises, real estate and dry cleaning stores in Harlem and the west Bronx, than he did with The Brotherhood. As a result of Leslie’s prodding, Red had decided to distance himself from illegality, placing Money Dozier in charge of day-to-day operations.

“I’m sorry. What did you say?” Red said, turning to Awgust next to him on the front seat.

“I said I don’t think you should speak to the principal.”

“I agree. My first reaction is to kick the tar out of them. Just show me who they are.”

“No, no, that would only make things worse, Uncle Red. They’d only be worse after.”

“Then I’ll come back again and hang them from the fence in the school yard. Maybe that’s what I ought to do right now.”

“I think it would be enough if they just see you drive me to the school. That’ll be enough to keep them off my back for just the next month or so until I change schools.”

Red shook his head. He wasn’t convinced.

“I know them. They’ll be impressed just by seeing you. They’ll recognize you from your picture in the newspapers.”

“I sure don’t want to make things worse,” Red shrugged. “I just don’t want to see you running from school.”

“Let me out right here by the playground. See, there they are, over there, near the basketball court.”

Red looked across to the far side of the fenced in school playground. A group of young men turned to look toward Red’s car.

“You sure you’ll be okay?”

“I’m sure.” Awgust opened the passenger door and stood on the sidewalk. Kids from the playground came to the inside of the fence, looking through the wire strands at the two people in the car. Red exited the car and came around to the sidewalk to join Awgust. “You want me to walk you inside?”

“I’ll be okay,” said Awgust.

A thick set, dark-skinned young man came out of the playground and walked toward them.

“This one of them?”

“No, this is Aunt Elma’s son, cousin Anton Taylor.”

“Oh, yes, Elma’s son,” said Red, nodding to the young man who now stood beside them. “You here when Awgust had trouble?”

“Yes, sir,” said Anton. He glanced at Awgust.

“Remember, I want to hear if there’s any more of this trouble,” Red said to Awgust, then to Anton. “Okay?” Red wasn’t sure exactly how to handle this situation. If it was someone from the street, he’d handle things differently. But these were kids, and Awgust was a different kind of young man, not tough.

Awgust nodded. “Can I borrow a couple of dollars,” he said.

Red stuck his hand in his pocket and came out with a roll of bills. “Sure can. Here’s five.”

“Thanks, Uncle Red. I’m sorry I had to run to you.”

“Who else am I going to take care of if I don’t take care of you?” said Red. He watched as Awgust and Anton walked back into the playground. Awgust turned once to wave at Red.

“Wow,” Anton said to Awgust as they walked through the crowd of school kids, “you should have seen them. They almost shit when they saw you drive up with Red. Just like you said.”

Red was still standing outside the fence, watching.

“Good,” said Awgust. His face taking on a harder, more intense aspect as he looked directly toward the young men who were standing near the basketball court, particularly Hempy Heartman, the biggest member of the opposition. As Awgust and Anton walked, other young men stepped in behind them and walked with them. These were Awgust’s cronies.

“Anybody here have any more doubts about where we coming from?” Awgust said directly to Hempy when he and Anton reached the other group. No one said anything. “When I lend you money, I’m lending you other people’s money. You can see where it comes from, right?” No one answered. “Next time you don’t pay everything, on time, people will have to pick you off this playground fence. And you,” he said to Hempy, who usually swaggered through the schoolyard, brushing aside other students. “Mess with me, and you mess with more than you can handle, dig?”

The story of that incident spread throughout Harlem quickly. It wasn’t long before Money, through his network of street workers, was told what had really happened. He warned Red that his nephew was playing him for a chump, using Red’s reputation to strong-arm the kids in school. Red had then, and always since, dismissed Money’s admonitions as unnecessary concern that Red, trying to please Leslie, was too partial to Awgust.

“Still a nice place, Money,” said Red, looking around the Midnight Café. “They’ve kept it nice. You ever come here?”

“Once or twice,” he said, rolling the ice in his glass.

Red chuckled. “Who was the woman?”

“Janette Rouse?”

“Li’l Bit? Is that who you’re talking about?” Money nodded, his eyes fluttering. “No kidding? You brought Li’l Bit here?”

“After you stopped seeing her, Mister Red.”

“Hey, why not? What a gorgeous, I mean gorge-ous, girl she was. Before she got herself all strung out on that shit she was putting in her arms or nose. Li’l Bit.” Red shook his head slightly. “My, my. Pity.”

The waitress brought a drink and placed it in front of Red. “The boss wants to offer you gentlemen something to eat, compliments of the house, Mr. Hardie. What can I get you?”

“You want anything?” Red said to Money.

“If you do, Mr. Red.”

“What do you recommend?” Red said to the waitress.

“The steak tid-bits, little pieces of steak on toast, with tooth picks, and barbeque sauce. Really tasty.”

“An order of that would be fine,” said Red. The waitress left. “This thing with the Judge, about Sandro, today—,” he stopped mid-sentence. “I never knew you saw Li’l Bit.”

“It wasn’t anything. She was just missing you, I think, strung out and all, like you said. Called just to keep in touch with you, through me, make a touch, period.”

“Sure, sure. Figures. Mmmph. You take care of her?”

“Just with some money.”

“How long ago was—” Red fell silent, waiting for the waitress to finish fussing cutlery and a napkin in front of each of them. “What in hell’s wrong with that Judge, anyhow? I mean, we know her brother, some of her family, and all, for years—from over top of the hill, right?”

Money nodded again. “Nice people. But she don’t have much to do with them, especially her brother. Hell, we know her brother good. He used to play the same number, 465, every day, every day, like a clock. He told me she’d put his backside in jail, he ever talked to her about a case.”

Red clucked softly. “Strange woman.”

“I think maybe she needs a little somethin’ keep her occupied at night besides the law.”

“She’s got a husband, a professor of something, over at Columbia.”

“That’s the problem. Needs a real man ’stead of some bookish professor, kind of stir up all her vagasites,” said Money.

“How does she expect we started a nose-bleed?” Red shook his head. “What I’m afraid of, because she thinks that that’s something we did, she might do something real nasty.”

“She’s another prosecutor, sitting right up there on the bench.”

“That Dineen couldn’t fall down even if he wanted to,” said Red. “She’d pick him up ’fore his knees got a chance to bend.” The waitress brought a platter of steak tidbits to the table. “Miss, what’s the owner’s name?”

“Clarence. Clarence Pennington. Anything wrong?”

“No, no, not at all. Would you tell Mr. Pennington I’d like to see him?”

“Will do,” she smiled, turning toward the front. In a few moments, a very tall, portly man in a dark blue suit with a large expanse of white, mandarin-collared shirt, walked to Red’s side.

“Anything wrong, Mr. Hardie?”

“No, no, everything’s fine, Mr. Pennington. Just want to thank you for the snack and to tell you what a nice place you have here.”

The man’s face lit up into a broad smile. “Thank you, thank you. My pleasure.” He reached a large hand toward Red to shake his hand. “Glad you like the place.”

“I have a friend of mine, a lady, Jessye Henry,” said Red. “She’s supposed to meet me here. Probably be with a friend. Can you tell the fellow at the door to let them in. We’re not expecting nobody else, if you understand me.”

Pennington nodded. “I understand.” He looked around discretely. “The Man already tried knocking. My man at the door wouldn’t let them in without a reservation.”

Red guffawed. “Without a reservation. See that, Money. You know Money Dozier?” “I do, indeed,” said Pennington, nodding his head, shaking Money’s hand vigorously.

“You made my day, Mr. Pennington, you made my day.” Red reached and shook Pennington’s hand again. “Miss Henry’ll ask for me when she arrives.”

“It’ll be our pleasure to have any friends of yours, anytime,” said Pennington. “We’re real pleased you stopped in, real pleased.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll go tell my man at the door right now.”

Red nodded, then sipped his drink. He gazed off toward the archway and the near empty bar area beyond. After several silent moments, he shook his head.

“What are you thinking, Mr. Red?”

“Leslie.”

“Your wife?”

“Ex-wife, Money.”

“Right, right. I still think of her, always will, pro’bly, as your wife, Mr. Red.”

“The only other time I was in this place, before this fellow owned it—it was called Avalon then—was with Leslie.”

“Oh, yeah, yeah. I completely forgot that name until you mentioned it.”

“Leslie and I had dinner here. Was somebody or other’s party.” Red became quiet as his thoughts drifted off again.

“You ever talk to her?” Red heard Money say from a long way off.

“Mmm, Leslie? No, haven’t talked to her in a long time. She’s got no need to talk to me, no need at all.” Red sipped at his drink.

“Still married to that school teacher in Pennsylvania?”

“Principal. Her husband’s principal of the junior high school there. Place called Scotrun, Pennsylvania.”

“I know the place. I mean, I seen it on a sign on the highway when I went down to Lewisburg Penitentiary to see Ol’ Ed Reaves. You been there?”

“To Lewisburg? Yeah, sure, over the years—only visiting,” Red chuckled.

“I meant down to Leslie’s?”

“Leslie’s? No,” Red shook his head. “Passed it once when I went on a visit to see Ol’ Ed myself. Got curious. Drove past the house real quick.” Money nodded. “Man, I haven’t thought about Ed Reaves in a long time. Life was different then, wasn’t it? We were all working for Pops Bussey, remember. Numbers, a little weed. Heavy drugs were hardly around, mostly older folks. I guess they seemed older. We were just kids—”

“I remember, Mr. Red, I remember.” Money nodded.

Red chuckled. “I used, we all used to wear the gaudiest, I mean, gaudiest outfits, standing out there on the avenue, me in a purple suit, hat to match. Big Joe Galiber, had a red suit with matching hat. Man! We were gaud-eeey.”

Money chuckled. “I had electric blue, with pistol pockets.”

“Pistol pockets! Damn. Haven’t thought about pistol pockets in a hundred years.”

“Used to get our suits from Hal’s Clothes, over on Fifty-Fifth” In Harlem, “fifty-fifth” referred to 155th Street.

“That’s right, Hal’s. We certainly were colorful in those days,” smiled Red. “Just dumb kids, showing off,” he added after a moment. Money nodded. “I got my first big Cadillac convertible about then,” said Red, “purple, too. Remember the one with the big fins.”

“I remember.”

“Is it my imagination, or did we have more fun then? I don’t mean because we were young. We didn’t know a damn thing existed below Twentieth Street. But, I mean, life was simpler, we didn’t have The Man breathing down our necks, bugging our clubs, following us around day and night, doing all the stuff they do nowadays.”

“It seems it was better then, different anyhow,” said Money. “By the way, speaking of Big Joe Galiber, I saw him the other day.”

“You did? You talk to him?”

Money shook his head. “You said we shouldn’t go near him.”

“We can’t.” Red shook his head slowly. “He’s a State Senator, went to law school at night. Doing real good. He can’t afford being seen with the likes of us any more. Shame. I miss the big cheese. But it’s better this way. Where’d you see him?”

“He was having a fund-raising thing over at some restaurant. My sister, Monay, was invited. Asked me to drive her. As I got there, he drove up. Driving a big Cadillac—”

“All black, of course,” said Red.

“It was.”

“As usual, as usual,” laughed Red. “Did you give Monay a donation for her to give him?”

“No I didn’t, Mr. Red. I didn’t know you’d want me to.”

“We ought to send him a good-size contribution, good-size. Let Monay give it to him. She don’t have to say it’s from us. He’ll know. The man is doing us proud. Send him something good.”

“Yes, Mr. Red.”

“See, that’s what I mean,” began Red. “We all had good times, hell of good times. Nowadays—maybe we were just ignorant, then, didn’t know any better. Today, everything is bigger, faster. But everything goes faster, too. Life goes faster, like in a blur. Remember when you were a kid, your birthday seemed to come around every two years or so. Now, I think I have a birthday every six months.”

“That’s the truth, Mr. Red, that’s the truth.”

“Sometimes, I can’t make myself realize that Leslie’s gone. God, Money, she was the most beautiful woman … I still see her walking on Lenox Avenue the first night I ever saw her. Stopped me cold. Just something about the way we looked at each other. Boom. I was fresh. But she must have known we had something. We started talking, started seeing each other, got married, lived here, there. She was my woman—.” He studied the far wall again.

“I know that, Mr. Red. She was the best. You know I always said that.”

“Yes, you did: yes, you did.” Red sipped his drink. “That’s all gone, now. In a blur, a flash. The product came into our lives like a flood. And everything went with it. Sure, plenty of dough, plenty of new clothes, more sophisticated people, cars, deals, schemes—but you know, somehow it all seems to be made of flimsier material. There seemed to be more quality to life back then, more friends, real friends. But I … what? Got too wrapped up in the action, women, parties, cars, and then planes, clubs, to even notice the changes.”

Money signaled the waitress for another. Red raised his hand to add one for him.

“Didn’t even have time to appreciate anything. Not even time to be home much.” Red paused for a few moments. “Leslie was a good woman. Like you said, the best. Too good for me.” He stared silently off through the archway. He didn’t even notice the waitress walk toward the table. She put fresh drinks down, smiled, then turned.

“Now everything you get, you pay through the nose for, not only with your money—with your life, your soul.” Red nodded slowly to himself. “Well, it cost then, too. Different, though. You just didn’t realize it until too late, but it cost. I guess you have to pay the piper for the dancing you do, whether you pay now or later.”

“Yes sir, Mr. Red, you pay.”

“I paid a lot, my wife, my whole way of life, for those parties. And then it was gone. Leslie threw my behind right out of her life. She was right, too, Money. We sure paid an awful price for this fancy life—” Red shook his head slowly.

“It’s a cute behind. And it still has plenty of good life left,” said a female voice behind him. Red’s mind returned to the Midnight Café, to the table where he was sitting, to the beautiful young woman just bending down to kiss his forehead. Giselle Henry wore a simple, elegant silk dress, a thin diamond bracelet glinting on her left wrist, and a diamond pendant at her neck.

“Hello, Jessye,” said Red, rising. “You look beautiful.”


Route 80, in PA. : June 18, 1996 : 4:25 P.M.

Sandro and Tatiana had driven south from Watkins Glen on Interstate 81 for more than an hour. They had skirted Scranton, Pennsylvania and were now headed east on Interstate 80. Tatiana’s brow furrowed as they approached a large green road sign over the highway. “Scotrun.”

“Scrotum? How can a city have such a name, Scrotum?” Tatiana asked.

“That’s Scotrun,” Sandro laughed.

Tatiana shrugged. “I thought scrotum was a strange name for a city.”

They were silent again as the expansion strips between the large slabs of cement highway played out a monotonous rhythm under the speeding Ferrari. Far ahead, across the wide expanse of a valley, down and up the other side of the long ribbon of Interstate, trucks could be seen moving slowly westward.

“You said something very strange, Sandro, when we were at the racing. You asked the Marshal if he came to arrest you. Why would someone like you, a famous lawyer, be thinking of being arrested?”

“It kind of goes with the territory.”

“What does this mean?”

“It means that in my work I have seen so many terrible things, met so many terrible people, I no longer think like an ordinary citizen. If we are to meet, and you are late, I don’t think, perhaps, you were stuck in traffic, missed the bus, anything like that. I think, perhaps, some madman kidnaped you, is holding you for ransom.”

“That has nothing to do with you being arrested.”

“These terrible people, after they get arrested, sometimes make up stories about their lawyers so they can make things better for themselves. When the Marshal came, I immediately thought of that as one possibility.”

“That’s a terrible way to live, thinking like this all the time,” said Tatiana.

“I agree. But it was certainly a possibility.”

“Why do you stay in this strange business, then?”

“It’s better than being a dentist, standing in one spot, looking into people’s decaying mouths all day long, or a drill press operator, pulling the handle of a machine for a paycheck that wouldn’t permit me to buy you that wonderful fox coat you want.”

“Now that you say it that way, I understand completely,” Tatiana laughed. She touched Sandro’s arm, her hand sliding to his shoulder. “How did you decide to do this kind of work in the first place?”

“It’s not interesting,” said Sandro.

“Yes, it is. When you want to know things about me, I tell you. I want to know this. How Sandro Luca starts to become a famous lawyer so he can buy Tatiana Marcovich a beautiful fox coat.”

“I told you that my father was killed in an accident unloading a ship when I was nine years old, right?”

“Yes, this was terrible,” Tatiana nodded, waiting.

“My mother’s brother, Sal Angeletti, became the man of the family.” Sandro looked out across the valley ahead, studying the flat landscape as he spoke. When Sandro envisioned Uncle Sal Angeletti, whose name had been used to identify one of Organized Crime’s major families in New York, he did not think of him as the Capo de Tutti Capi of Organized Crime, nor even the head of a single crime family, but at the head of the long table of twenty five or so people who would attend Thanksgiving or Christmas dinner at Uncle Sal’s large, brick home with white columns in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn.

Boss of All Bosses: Capo de Tutti Capi, thought Sandro, his eyes steady on the interstate ahead. He hadn’t known what any of that meant, had never heard or seen any of it, until one Sunday, when he was about twelve years old, as he lay stomach down on the floor in Uncle Sal’s living room, reading the comics from the Sunday Mirror. Annette, his cousin, Uncle Sal’s only child, was on the floor next to him. Andrea Maria, Sandro’s older sister, was lying on the floor on the other side of Annette.

“Look at this,” Sandro had exclaimed in surprise. Part of the front page of the Sunday Mirror was visible, and there was Uncle Sal’s picture. It was not a flattering picture; he held out his hand in front of his face, and his eyes were half closed, but it was definitely Uncle Sal. Next to him was a sharp-featured man with a goatee and shaved head, and a double breasted suit with a flamboyant white handkerchief in his breast pocket.

“Yes, it’s daddy’s picture,” Annette said knowingly.

Sandro looked at Andrea Maria. She, too, looked at Sandro, without surprise.

“You two knew that Uncle Sal’s picture was in the paper?”

“Mommy showed it to me before,” said Annette. “She said she wanted me to know it was there, so I could ask her any questions if I wanted.”

Sandro looked at the picture of Uncle Sal again. He read the headline. “What does it mean, ‘Reputed Big Boss takes Fifth’?” asked Sandro.

“I don’t know,” said Annette.

“Did you ask Aunt Tess?”

“No, I didn’t.” Annette didn’t offer any explanation as to why she had not.

“Who is the other man?” asked Andrea Maria.

“It says that he’s Joseph E. Brill, Sal Angeletti’s lawyer,” read Sandro.

Sandro was quiet as he passed a tractor trailer on the interstate. The boom of air as they sped past the big rig shook the car. “He must be doing at least seventy five,” Sandro murmured.

“And you are doing more than one hundred and five. Are there no speed limits in Pennsylvania?”

“I can see pretty far ahead at this point. And radar detectors under the hood will sound an alert if the radar police are about to ambush us.”

“Your Uncle Sal was one of the terrible people?”

“No, Uncle Sal was the greatest—a little strange, perhaps. Definitely a character. He’s the one who started me toward being a lawyer. After he took on the responsibility of my family, he made sure that I knew I was going to be a lawyer or some other kind of professional man. He made it very clear that I was never going to be like he was, or like his friends—street guys.”

So it was, Sandro explained to Tatiana, as a result of Uncle Sal, that he went to law school. After law school, rather than becoming an Assistant U.S. Attorney or District Attorney, or going into the brown shoe world of Wall Street—regardless of color or style of suit, brown shoes and rumpled hat were then de rigueur in Wall Street firms—Sandro moved directly into criminal defense work in the small, independent firm headed by his Uncle Sal’s attorney, Joseph E. Brill.

Brill had been a unique, “lawyer’s lawyer”, a trial man to whom all manner of cases would be directed, including most lawyers who found themselves in the sights of prosecutors. One of those lawyers was Roy Cohn, of Senator McCarthy fame. Brill had represented Uncle Sal for many years prior to Sandro’s introduction to the august legal world in which Joe Brill strode. Sandro assisted Joe Brill at trials for two years, learning trial technique and style—although Joe Brill repeatedly said that Sandro knew enough to try any type of case from the get go. For this reason, after a few months, Brill recommended to a Supreme Court Judge that Sandro be assigned a homicide case. At that time, two attorneys were assigned to the case of every indigent defendant where there was death penalty potential. One of the lawyers would be the lead counsel, the other, the second-seater, was usually the nephew, brother-in-law, or friend of another of the Supreme Court judges. Each lawyer was paid $1,000.00 by the State. Sandro was appointed as second chair in a murder case. Before that trial progressed very far, Sandro was lead counsel, handling the investigation and trial of a very dark Puerto Rican man charged with shooting a cop in the back with his own revolver. Sandro fought the best of the D.A.’s homicide bureau to a hung jury in that case, despite two alleged confessions made to the police by his client. After that, everyone knew that a new and artful trial attorney had emerged.

Sandro slowed the Ferrari now as they made their way through the Delaware Water Gap. The scenery was spectacular, and his story was held in abeyance as Tatiana took pictures of the mountains and forests surrounding them. Once back on the monotonous interstate, again headed east on 1-80, Tatiana wanted to know more about Joe Brill and Sandro.

“There isn’t much more to tell,” said Sandro as the Ferrari devoured miles of New Jersey macadam. “Since that first homicide case—I think, by now, I’ve handled more than a hundred of them for indigents.”

“What is indig—?”

“Indigent. Poor people who have no money to pay a lawyer. The state pays me a little something—practically nothing—to represent them.”

“Why do you handle cases for nothing, when there are so many people who want to pay you?” asked Tatiana.

“Because it’s a good life,” said Sandro.

“That makes no sense—because it is a good life? What does that mean?”

“That means that practicing law has provided me with a very good life—and you with a very good fox coat—and this is my way of giving something back to the public, to society. Sometimes, you see poor defendants and they don’t know what’s going on. They’re like deer, frozen in headlights on the road. That’s the way many defendants are in the front of the justice system—they’re in shock and they don’t understand what’s happening to them. A lot of the lawyers from Legal Aid who are assigned to them are young; they’re there to get experience, and sometimes, they’re as helpless as the defendants.”

“You help the deer a lot?”

“About ten cases a year, I take. You know, I’m starting to sound like you when I speak.” They both laughed. Then they were silent again as Sandro worked his way forward through a flock of traffic.

“The greatest day of my trial life was when Joe Brill told me I had won my spurs as a trial lawyer.”

“What does that mean?”

“In older days, to become a horse soldier, when you finally learned all there was to learn, you were presented with a pair of special spurs, the metal things that a rider wears on his boots when he rides a horse.” Tatiana nodded. “So, after that first homicide case, Joe Brill told me I had won my spurs. I was so delighted to hear something like that from a lawyer like Joe Brill.” Sandro smiled at the happy thought. Tatiana, too, smiled. She reached for and rubbed Sandro’s hand.

“Sorry about the race weekend,” he said, watching the road ahead.

“Nyet problem. We still have a weekend. Different place, that’s all. Besides, I’m not unhappy that you don’t race. It’s dangerous.”

“Fun, though,” said Sandro.

They drove silently for a while. Tatiana turned toward Sandro. “How many miles do you drive when you race?” she asked.

“You mean around the track, how many miles do we usually go?”

“Yes. In the whole weekend?”

“I don’t know, two miles and a half around the track, ten laps in the race, is twenty five, and practice, a couple of sessions, that would make fifty more. I don’t know exactly. Between fifty and a hundred.”

“How fast do you go there?”

“Around the track?

“Yes.”

“It varies. Back straight, about a hundred twenty-five, turns less than that, average, about ninety, ninety-five.”

“How many miles from that place to home?” she asked, pointing ahead toward New York.

“Two hundred twenty five.”

“You go more than a hundred miles an hour from there to here, so you have now more racing than all weekend. And tonight we have a wonderful meal, make love, and have a beautiful weekend in New York. Not bad.”

“Not bad at all, when you put it that way,” said Sandro.

The phone on the console rang. Sandro pressed a button, the radio automatically muted. “Hello?” he said.

“Sandro,” said the deep, resonant voice of Senator Joseph Galiber over the loudspeaker in the dashboard.

“Hey, Big Joe, how’s it going?”

“You don’t care,” said the Senator pleasantly. State Senator Galiber was a tall, handsome, light-skinned black man who had graduated law school with Sandro. Years back, the Senator, who now represented a large district that covered about a third of the Bronx, had been the captain of the legendary City College basketball team. From time to time, Sandro helped write legislative bills for the Senator to introduce before the Senate.

“Of course I care. And don’t say anything dirty, there’s a lovely young woman listening to all of this.”

“Anybody I know?” said the Senator.

“Tatiana.”

“Hi Tatiana,” the Senator said. Sandro and Tatiana had had dinner a couple of times with the Senator and his wife. “Still haven’t found out the real truth about this guy?”

“Don’t start an international incident,” said Sandro. “This beautiful woman is crazy about me.”

“How are you, Senator?” said Tatiana.

“Call me Joe, Tatiana. And if you really cared, Sandro, you wouldn’t leave me here in the salt mines, wondering if you finished polishing that drug bill. I’m supposed to re-submit it Monday. I’ve already scheduled a press conference. A couple of the media people have asked my staff for an advance copy. Is it ready?”

“You still in Albany?” said Sandro.

“I’m coming down this afternoon. I had a finance committee meeting this morning. The bill still has to be printed. One of the guys said I could fax it up to him and he’d work over the weekend and get it ready—if you get it to me, that is.”

“I just have to finish the residency section, something to prevent an influx of people coming into New York State to obtain drugs once they’re legalized.”

“That’s the current big concern,” said the Senator. “When we introduced the first bill, what was it, four or five years back, the other Senators looked at me like I was crazy. Joe! De-criminalizing drugs? You’ve got to be kidding? They didn’t take it seriously. Now they stop me, and the most asked question is, how are you going to stop junkies from East Cupcake, Montana, or wherever, from flooding into New York State to get drugs?”

“I’ll get it to you by tomorrow morning. It’s great that the other Senators are looking at it seriously.”

“I think the new approach we worked out makes all the difference in the world. The first thing I tell anyone who asks is, you have to understand—just today, one of the Governor’s people asked me about the bill—I told him the same thing, you have to understand there are two separate and distinct drug problems. The first and worst is trafficking in drugs. The other is addiction. This legalization bill is only intended to eliminate trafficking. Afterward, we’ll deal with addiction as a medical problem, like alcoholism. When you separate the problems, they see the light.”

“Great.”

“And then I tell them, if you have any questions about how legalization will work, you can answer them yourself. We’ll control drugs in exactly the same way we control alcohol. Whatever way we control alcohol, that’s how we’ll control drugs.”

“That alcohol reference must put a big crimp in the conversation, especially if the guy is just going out for a couple of shooters,” said Sandro.

The Senator laughed. “I add in about the rehabilitation package included in the bill, so we can begin working on the addiction problem next. They immediately counter with, ‘where’s all the money going to come from to pay for this’?”

“And you tell them?”

“From all the jails that we won’t have to build, and from the reduction of the police forces, the reduction of court personnel; we won’t need as many Corrections people, and the millions that we presently spend interdicting the traffickers, the undercover operations, that won’t be necessary.”

“You ought to remind them how few people have been prosecuted for bootlegging in our courts after Prohibition was repealed,” said Sandro.

“They say, you make drugs available, we’ll have more addicts. I tell them, first of all, we already have a big addiction problem—”

“With many people in the closet that we don’t know about.”

“I tell them, that’s a different problem. This bill is only intended to eliminate trafficking, which will give us the freedom to deal with addiction as a medical condition.”

“Anyone tell you there’ll still be trafficking if drugs were legalized?” asked Sandro.

“Not a one. Once you separate drugs into two separate problems, they just look at me, because it’s obvious that, without question, legalization will eliminate trafficking overnight.”

“There’ll probably be fewer addicts once the sinful glamour of taking drugs is eliminated through legalization,” said Sandro. “No one drinks illegal booze anymore.”

“They come back with all kinds of things,” continued the Senator, “like, ‘what drugs will you make available? Heroin? What about controls?’ And I repeat the thing about the controls will be the same as for alcohol. Under 21, can’t have any. Can’t have any if you drive a car. After the first year, when drugs will be free, in hospital facilities, then, they’ll be sold either in state run stores, or controlled private stores. They shake their heads—not because they’re skeptics. A lot of them are not—not anymore. They shake their heads because they can’t believe they’re even thinking seriously that this might be the necessary solution.”

“Knowing politicians—present company excluded,” said Sandro, “it probably frightens them to think about going out on a limb and telling their constituents they think drugs should be made legal.”

The Senator laughed softly. “When push comes to shove, the thing they keep coming back to is, what are you going to do about all the people who come from out of state? You’ll flood the state with junkies, like Amsterdam. That’s what we have to work out, Sandro.”

“It should be introduced in Washington, nationally. Then we wouldn’t have that problem.”

“We’re just showing Washington the way,” said the Senator. “But you have to make the bill foolproof, work out the residency requirements, constitutionality, all that; otherwise it’ll be sucked down ass-backward. We don’t want to provide the morality lobbyists a hook to pull us down with.”

“Are there a lot of people lobbying against it?” said Sandro.

“You bet. Most of them represent law enforcement, D.A.’s, Police, Corrections.”

“Corrections?”

“They say they’ll have a problem with the thousands of people who are in for crimes that aren’t going to be crimes any more. They never bother to mention the real reason that they’re concerned: the huge loss of funds currently being poured into correction facilities. They get twisted when I say, okay, we’ll pardon the people in jail for crimes that are no longer crimes.” The Senator laughed. “They come back and say, then you’ll be putting thousands of convicts on the streets.”

“Sounds like you’re having a lot of fun,” said Sandro.

“At least we have the vagasites moving. But, nothing’s going to happen if you don’t finish the bill. Your secretary said you’re going to be out of town for the weekend, racing?”

“What’s the matter with her, telling people where I’ve gone for the weekend.”

“Don’t be putting me in the position of getting your secretary in trouble because she told me where you were. I told her how important it was, that I needed my bill. She told me because she knows we’re close.”

“We are?”

“Just tell me when I can get my hands on the bill.”

“I’m on my way back in,” said Sandro. He glanced over at Tatiana. She smiled.

“Back to New York? What happened to your racing weekend?”

“Merian Ellis happened. She sent a Marshal after me.”

“Federal Court Merian Ellis?”

“I hope there aren’t two of them.”

“What did you do now?”

“Apparently something happened to Red Hardie’s lawyer,” said Sandro, “and Ellis plans to stick me back into the trial.”

“Do you have to accept the case?”

“She can do anything she likes,” said Sandro, “including putting me in jail for contempt if I refuse. But I’m going to appeal to her sense of decency and fairness.”

“When you tell me that, I know you’re in real trouble, pal,” said the Senator. “I may try and sell her on the de-criminalization bill, that these people shouldn’t be tried for a crime.”

“Fat chance on that one,” the Senator said. “When will you be in? You want to get together later tonight?”

The tall towers of the George Washington Bridge, with its network of cables, appeared out of the early evening sky. “Maybe we’ll do something like that,” said Sandro. “I’m just getting to the G.W.B. We were supposed to go out to celebrate Tatiana’s birthday.”

“And your anniversary,” said Tatiana.

“She’s right. It’s also my anniversary at the Bar. Maybe we’ll whip something together at my place. I’ll cook. You bring some wine. What do you say?”

“Probably. That way, maybe we can take a few minutes and finish the bill. I’ll check with Emma. But I think it’ll be okay.”

“I’ll call a few of the usual suspects,” said Sandro. “About eight-thirty?”

“I have a couple of fund raisers early in the evening. I’ll tell Emma to come down, and I’ll—rye—anot—aft—”

“You’re breaking up on me,” said Sandro. He had already paid the toll and was amidst the vast piers and support cables of the bridge.

“I—abt—” The phone went dead.

“I’ll call him from the house,” said Sandro. “You mind if we stay in and cook, have a few people over, instead of going out?”

“Nyet problem.”

She was a lovely woman, Sandro thought, smiling at Tatiana.


Sheepshead Bay, Brooklyn : July 1, 1929 : 11:30 P.M.

Vittorio Caiafa feathered his oars, leaning on the handles as he watched Marco Giordano standing on the rear seat of the dinghy, holding a lantern aloft, peering into the darkness.

“We there?” Caiafa said in Sicilian as the dinghy continued to glide stem first on the calm, dark water of Sheepshead Bay.

Giordano’s eyes narrowed. He smiled. “Right in the bull’s ass.” His smile changed quickly. “Whoa,” he called out. “Slow it down, slow it down.” Caiafa stroked in reverse. “Watch out. Grab it.”

Caiafa cursed as one oar dropped into the water when he reached out to grab the gunnels of the moored Seabright dory. Like most of the fishing boats nearby, the larger boat was entirely open, with a control pedestal in the center aft. Its planks were painted black.

Once the dinghy was steady next to the larger boat, Giordano climbed into the dory. Hand over hand, Caiafa eased the dinghy toward the bow of the dory—on the way, retrieved the floating oar—took hold on the line secured to the dory’s bow, and pulled himself and the dinghy toward the mooring buoy. He secured the dinghy to the buoy, loosened and pulled the dory toward him until he could climb aboard.

Giordano was now adjusting something inside the motor hatch beneath the floorboards. When he was finished, he closed the hatch cover, wiped his hands on a cloth, then turned a key on the control pedestal to start the engine.

When moored, this dory appeared just like many of the nondescript fishing boats bobbing silently nearby. Now, in darkness broken only by the dim lantern, the engine rumbled and echoed a deep, powerful growl. Months ago, Giordano, who had been a mechanic for racing cars in his native Sicily, had removed the standard four cylinder engine that was sufficient to move the ordinary dory to fishing sites, installing in its place, a powerful 12 cylinder Packard. Under full throttle, the dory was capable of slicing through water at more than 35 knots, out-speeding any Prohibition agents that might give chase. Another modification Giordano had made to the dory was four hinged panels just beneath the gunnels along the starboard and port sides. These were just large enough to facilitate jettisoning cases of booze from the dory under full pursuit.

“Let’s go, let’s go,” said Caiafa, taking the handle of the lantern now on the control pedestal and waving it toward the shore. Another light appeared on shore, off to the left, two hundred yards away.

“I see it,” said Giordano, engaging forward gear and opening the throttle slightly. The dory began to move. He spun the wheel, pointing the dory toward the light on shore. “Stand in the front with the lantern. I don’t want to hit one of those smelly fish tubs.”

“Slow down, slow,” Caiafa waved a hand behind himself as he peered into the darkness. Giordano eased back the throttle.

“Tell me when to reverse.”

“Hold it. Hold it. Reverse. Reverse.”

Giordano engaged reverse, opening the throttle sharply twice. The dory shuddered—Caiafa teetered—then slowed, gliding slowly to a floating dock connected to the shore by a long gangway. Someone on the dock grabbed the dory, holding it steady as four men quickly boarded.

“Everybody on?” said Giordano. “Where’s the Captain?”

“Here,” said a round-cheeked, man with weathered skin, white mutton chops, and a peaked officer’s cap. Wordlessly, he moved to the helm. “Seats,” he said, glancing about. The others sat. “Push off.” One of the men leaned over to push the dory from the dock. The Captain opened the throttle a notch and the dory began to move through the narrow inlet out toward the open water of Jamaica Bay. The Captain glanced skyward. Thousands of stars dotted the sky. He opened the throttle more.

“She’s calm,” the Captain said mostly to himself. A few minutes later, he open the throttle another two notches. The bow raised higher out of the water, planing.

“You think this old jerk can understand us?” Caiafa said to Giordano in Sicilian as he sat on a bench on the port side of the dory.

“Not unless his old man had a Sicilian ‘cummad’.”

Caiafa laughed. “Hey, Ciccio,” he called to a man with a flowing moustache who sat on the opposite side of the dory. “I hear your new ‘cummad’ is American.”

Ciccio smiled and shrugged.

“Nice having a little money in your pocket for American pussy.”

“It’s more important to have something big in this pocket.” He grasped himself in the groin.

“Stop the shit. If it wasn’t for the fact that you make a pocket full every week over here, you’d be home fucking your hand.”

Ciccio shrugged again. “It doesn’t hurt to have the extra dough, that’s for sure.”

“Let’s get this tub going so we can make another pay-day,” Caiafa said, standing, looking around. “We gonna make it on time?” he asked the Captain in English. “It’s already half-past.”

“Not a problem.” The Captain took out a pocket watch, then glanced familiarly toward the Jersey shoreline. As his regular work, the Captain was the chief pilot of the Port of New York. For thirty-five years, he had been guiding giant ocean going ships through the Narrows out to sea or into their slips along the East or West River. As a second job, a very lucrative second job, he permitted himself to be employed guiding this small dory several times a month to pick up a cargo of rum from Cuba or whiskey from Canada from freighters anchored in international waters. He could pass through these waters with his eyes shut. And knowing the kind of work his present oily shipmates were about, he preferred to keep his eyes shut most of the time.


Flash Inn : June 18, 1996 : 6:15 P.M.

The Flash Inn is a restaurant on 155th Street, at the edge of the Manhattan side of the Macombs Dam Bridge, literally a stone’s throw across the Harlem River from the Bronx and Yankee Stadium. Commanding the top of the hill that swept up away from the river and the Stadium was the Bronx County Supreme Court building on the Grand Concourse. In addition to courtrooms, the building housed the District Attorney’s Office, the offices of the Borough President of the Bronx, and a complex of offices for most of the Bronx government and political officials.

Although the neighborhood around the Flash Inn was black Harlem, the owners of the restaurant were Italian, and the bill of fare was a hidden oasis of gourmet cooking. Because of the cuisine and it’s proximity to the courthouse, The Flash had, over the years, become the gathering spot of the political and civic wheelers and dealers from both the Bronx and upper Manhattan.

Awgust Nichols and Anton Taylor sat at a table in the back dining room of the Flash Inn. An old black waiter, courteous, courtly, reminiscent of someone you might find serving on a Mississippi river boat, had just placed drinks on the red table cloth in front of the two men.

“What time are the Russians supposed to get here?” asked Nichols.

“Only Uri could make it. The other one, Sascha, is away on a trip for a couple of days, you know what I mean?”

“I dig.”

“I told him we had to leave here no later than six forty-five so we could make it to the game.”

“Should be a good one tonight,” said Taylor.

“I want to get there early, because I have an appointment with The Man downtown later. I don’t want to be late.” Nichols looked up. “Speak of the white devil. Here’s our boy now. Look at this, he’s got a bitch and a heavyweight with him. You know this other guy?”

“I seen him once or twice, when they did some work for us.”

The three newcomers made their way between tables. Uri Mojolevsky was thick-lipped, balding, heavy-set. His blue eyes bulged slightly. What was left of his hair, which had a self-applied black shoe polish color job, was combed from one side of his head, up over the top, to the other. Walking next to him was a tall, dark-haired, buxom young woman in black leather pants, a too-small, white cardigan sweater, it’s buttons struggling to stay closed, and a peaked, black leather biker’s cap set on the back of her head. One step behind, was a thickly built, completely bald man, with deep-set, dark, sad eyes. Both men wore sport shirts and jeans. Mojolevsky carried a cellular phone.

“How’s it going?” said Nichols, leaning forward, shaking Uri’s hand. He nodded to the other man and studied the woman.

“Good, good,” said Uri, in a thick Russian accent. He also shook hands with Taylor as he sat. “This is Fima.” The bald man nodded. “And Anna. Sascha couldn’t make it. He’s busy this week.”

“I dig,” said Awgust.

“Can I get you folks anything?” asked the waiter, walking up behind them silently. “Ma’am?”

“Long Guy-land Ice Tea,” the young woman said. She, too, had a Russian accent.

“One ice tea?”

“Not ice tea,” the woman said. “Long Guy-land Ice Tea—with wodka, tequila, lots of things, all white.”

Nichols and Taylor glanced at each other. Uri shrugged. “A little—” he made a circle with a finger at his temple. “She wanted to see Har-leem?”

“Harlem, man. Harlem,” Taylor corrected.

Uri shrugged again. “Har-lem.”

“I take rum with the coke,” the bald Russian with silent, serious eyes, said to the waiter.

“Same,” said Uri. “With the green lemon.”

“I never heard of that Long Island ice tea,” Nichols smiled at Anna, his eyes roving over her. “Got all kinds of stuff in it?”

“Yas. Wodka, tequila, other white drinks, and a little coke to make it look tea.” She took out a pack of Virginia Slims.

“There’s no smoking in this section, Miss,” said the waiter.

“It’s okay, Matthew, there’s nobody back here. Let the lady smoke,” Nichols said, taking a book of matches from his pocket. “How’s that ice tea taste?” he said as he lit the woman’s cigarette.

“Good. Very good.”

“Sounds like it’ll put hair on your chest?” He glanced at her bursting buttons.

“Why I want hair on my breast?”

Nichols forced a loud laugh. “You’re right, we wouldn’t want hair on that breast.”

The woman gave Awgust a coy look, shrugged, blew a plume of smoke to the ceiling. “Might as well give us another round, too, Matthew,” said Nichols.

“Long Island Ice Tea, two rum and coke, another round,” repeated the waiter, pointing his pencil at each person as he did. “I’ll ask the bartender if she knows how to make that ice tea drink. I’ll be right back, folks.”

When the waiter brought everyone their drink—Anna had to go to the bar to show the barmaid how to make Long Island ice tea—they raised their glasses, drank, chatted aimlessly for a few minutes, then fell into an awkward silence. Anna took out her cigarette pack again.

“Why don’t you go outside for smoke, okay?” said Uri.

“What for I have to go outside?”

“We have something private to talk.”

The woman said something harsh in Russian, stood, took her drink, and with an exaggerated swivel to her hips, moved toward the front, stopped, turned, swivelled back to the table, picked up her cigarettes, gave Uri another hard look, and walked out.

Uri looked at Nichols and shrugged. “Good for …” he made a plunging motion with a closed fist, “but, we don’t need pu-cy when we talk.”

Nichols smiled. “You got any of that Russian pu-cy for friends, Uri?”

“Why not? First we talk business, while we have the chance,” said Uri, leaning closer to Nichols. “Sascha said you got something very interesting? We have not much … you know?” He jabbed at his nose with a thumb, indicating that he meant cocaine.

“We’ll get you some,” nodded Nichols. “Can we talk?” he said, looking toward the bald man.

“Yes, sure. Don’t worry. This is my friend for a long time.”

“Okay, listen. We all are getting pretty tight—” Uri frowned—“working together pretty good.” Uri nodded. About a month before, when Sascha, and then Uri, told Anton Taylor that they were short of funds for the cocaine, Nichols told Anton to suggest a barter arrangement: cocaine for strong-arm, collection work. It wasn’t that Taylor and his cohorts couldn’t easily take care of that kind of work, but Nichols thought it would be a great cover to have the strong-arming done by whites with Russian accents.

“I know you and Sascha have some connections in Russia or someplace, to get some other stuff,” Nichols continued, “starts with ‘H’, from the east there—you understand?” Uri looked at Nichols blankly. “Anton and me, we’re like you and Sascha: partners. He explained everything to me, about your connections in Russia or Ukrania, or wherever. White powder from over there, you dig?” Uri pouted his lower lip. “It’s okay. We’re all tight—close—here.” Uri looked at Taylor while decoding what Nichols was saying, then half-nodded, half shrugged. “Cool,” said Nichols. “Now there’s a lot of money to be made with your stuff, it’s been making a comeback, but because it hasn’t been too popular lately, there’s not much supply, dig?”

“Dig?”

“Understand, dig?” Uri nodded. “What I’ve been thinking is this. Instead of you guys going places to get that stuff—”

“Not me. I can’t go no place,” Uri said firmly. “I got no papers.”

“Okay, okay, you get other guys to go someplace, wherever, to pick up stuff for other people. But, you only get paid chump-change being couriers.”

“What’s chump change?”

“Not much money, small change. We all—” Nichols circled them with his fingers, “we all could make a lot more money, together, for ourselves, if we did business for ourselves. We know a lot of people here in New York, understand, that would be interested in the stuff you can get. We could move it, sell it—all the stuff that you now pick up for other people—for ourselves.”

“I don’t like my stuff for myself,” said Uri, “makes people stupid. I like your stuff—” he jabbed his thumb at his nose again “—better.” He looked at the bald Russian, who nodded in agreement. “Your stuff,” smiled Uri, “a little every day keeps the doctor in his office, da?”

“That means yes?” said Nichols.

“Da.”

“Da,” laughed Nichols. “Hey, man, I’m speakin’ Russian,” Taylor chuckled. “Myself, I don’t like any of the stuff,” said Nichols. “But I sure like the money, the rubles, the Montezuma.”

“Me, too.” Uri laughed loudly.

“You gentlemen need anything?” said the old waiter who had walked to the table silently.

Nichols, surprised by the waiter’s presence, turned quickly. “No, no. We’ll call you if we need anything, Matthew—”

“I can use another,” said Uri, draining his glass. The bald Russian nodded for the same.

“Yeah, okay, get them another round,” said Nichols. “We’re good.”

“Yes, sir.” the waiter walked off slowly.

“Waiter’s like a freakin’ ghost,” said Nichols, his eyes following Matthew. He leaned forward toward Uri again. “Like I said, we could find a lot, I mean a lot, of people to buy that stuff. So, if you could get that stuff, not for other people, but for us, us—as partners,” Nichols made a gesture from himself to Uri, “we could make a lot of money together. A lot. You wouldn’t just be a bunch of couriers. You’d—we’d be partners. Make the money ourselves.”

“But! But!” Uri raised one of his fingers. “One very big problem. You must pay big money each time. You carry the money, come back with that stuff. Who pays for this?”

“I’ll bankroll it at the beginning.”

“You put the money?”

“Yeah. After a couple of trips, we’ll make so much dough, we’ll be buying it together, as partners.”

They stopped talking as the waiter arrived. Uri studied Nichols carefully as the waiter placed the drinks on the table, then departed.

“You will pay all the bankroll, until we make the money to pay together?” said Uri.

“That’s it.”

Uri looked at his friend. They studied each others’ eyes. Uri shrugged slightly. The bald Russian nodded. “Not bad,” said Uri, his face warming into a laugh. “Not bad.”

“You like it?” Nichols said, joining the laughter.

“I like it very much,” said Uri. “Da?” he said to his friend, who nodded again.

Nichols leaned close to Uri. “You think the people that you get this stuff from, wherever it is—I don’t even want to know—you think they’ll sell it directly to you, you know, since you been buying it for other people up to now?”

“All things are available for this—” Uri rubbed the thumb and forefinger of his right hand together. “We pay for it, we got it. I got—” Uri stopped talking as the young woman wearing the biker’s cap swivelled back to the table. The Long Island ice tea was obviously having its effect on her. He said something to her in Russian. She said something back, harshly, pointing to the bar.

“Just a minute, okay,” Uri smiled toward Nichols. “I take care of this. She don’t like staying by herself at the bar.” Uri rose, and, taking the woman by the elbow, started walking toward the front. She pulled her arm out of his grasp, turning on him, snarling loudly in Russian. Uri slapped the woman across the face. Her biker’s cap flew across the room. He brought his hand back across the other side of her face. She lunged to scratch at him with both hands. He grabbed her two wrists. She kneed at his groin. The bald Russian quickly put his arms around her waist and lifted her in the air, pulling her back from Uri, who was shouting something at her in Russian.

The old waiter rushed to the entrance to the dining room, staring at the people and the table.

“It’s okay, Matthew,” said Nichols.

The waiter hesitated, walked back toward the front, his eyes on the woman who now had her hands to her face, shuddering in soft sobs.

Uri made a motion with his head toward the door. The bald man said something to her. She nodded. He put her down, so her feet touched the floor. Saying something else to her, he released her and, holding her by one elbow, walked with her toward the front of the restaurant.

Uri glanced at Nichols as he sat. “Stupid pu-cy. Too much ice tea.”

“Hey, man, shit happens.”

The waiter peered out from the partition that separated the bar from the dining room. He walked a few steps. “Is everything all right, gentlemen? Can I get anyone another drink?”

“Everything’s fine, Matthew,” said Nichols. “We’ll call you if we need you.”

“I’m sorry this happens in your place,” Uri said to Nichols.

Nichols shrugged. “Not my place, and nothin’ happened.”

“I don’t want this fucking up what we talk about.”

“Man, money, rubles, that talks,” said Nichols. “This bullshit, this walks.”

Uri laughed. “Da, bullshit is walking.”

“Da,” agreed Nichols, laughing.

“I want you to know we have a tight boat Everyone is, like you say, cool.”

“It’s gotta be that way,” said Nichols. “I just want us to make money, a lot of money.” Nichols leaned closer to whisper to Uri. “This thing around here, the stuff that you like”—he winked at Uri—“is going to dry up like a desert.” He winked.

“We get no more?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll have enough for you,” said Nichols. Uri nodded. “When the supply for the thing we have now dries up, and we have the new stuff, your stuff—man-oh-man! We are going to be swimming in money.”

“I like it,” said Uri.

“Me, too.”

“You can rely on me, believe me,” said Uri. “My people are not assholes. This don’t happen again.” He nodded toward the door. “Don’t worry about anything.”

“Start to work on this right away?” Nichols said. He stood. “Got to get to the game. I got a meeting downtown later on.”

“You are a very busy man,” said Uri.

“Got to put things together so we can make a bunch of money.”

“I like it,” said Uri, gulping down the rest of his drink. Uri shook hands with Nichols, then Taylor, and turned to walk toward the front of the restaurant.

“Asshole,” Taylor whispered as he watched Uri leave.

“As long as he can make arrangements to get the stuff,” said Nichols.

Taylor shook his head, not convinced. “We actually going to be partners with these guys?”

“Just let them set the thing up. Trust me,” said Nichols.

“I hear that ‘trust me’ is the way Jewish people say ‘fuck you’.”

“I ain’t Jewish.”

They high-fived each other.


Cali : June 18, 1996 : 6:45 P.M.

‘Cali Viejo’, the former hacienda of an old vinca on the outskirts of the present city, was now a restaurant featuring traditional Colombian fare. A cobble-stoned road, over which more than a hundred years of carts and beef cattle had coursed, rose from the entrance. A cow grate of parallel iron bars as wide as the road permitted wagons and cars to pass easily onto the property while containing the cattle. The road coursed through tall trees and lush growth toward the long rectangular hacienda. A cooling stream burbled out of the vegetation, channeled into a stone swale between the road and the side of the hacienda.

Part of the restaurant was enclosed dining rooms where some of the tables were in use. Around the outside of the dining rooms was a wide, open dining terrace, where tables were set with white cloths under slowly turning fans that stirred the shaded air. Dark-skinned Spanish-speaking waitresses, in white dresses, with colorful bandanas around their heads, smiled and milled between the tables. The road and the clear flowing stream were now bathed in early evening sunlight.

Adalberto Tarajano, a tall, heavy-set man, snidely known as the White Whale, because of his penchant for dressing in white, today wore white slacks and shoes, and a white guayabera top accented with intricate crocheting. He sat at one of the open air tables with two other men, one thin, young, with a moustache; the other, older, clean shaven. The three of them gave a young waitress their order. Both of the other men, over the shoulders of Berto—which is what the White Whale was called to his face—watched the waitress as she walked toward the kitchen.

“Berto, you will check with Espinosa in Florida tonight?” said the older man at the table. “I want to be sure everything is correct.”

“Si!, si!” The White Whale drank a Lulu—a tall glass of vodka poured over crushed citrus fruits.

“You told him two and a half million?” the older man said softly, “correcto?”

“Claro—minus a hundred thousand for transportation,” the White Whale added with a smile as he put down his glass.

“Claro,” said the older man, “as usual.” The younger man silently listened to the conversation. The waitress brought two plates filled with a cold salad of fruits and greens. “Perfecto,” the older man said, smiling at the waitress.

“Go ahead, start,” said Berto, “I’m going to call right now. Just to be sure Espinosa set everything up. It should happen—” he looked at his watch “—pretty soon, next couple of hours.”

“What are they, one hour behind?” asked the older one.

“No, one hour ahead, behind—” Tarajano shrugged, rising—”I don’t know. It’s later there.” He walked toward the edge of the veranda, near the stone road and the stream.

“May I get you anything, Senor?” said the Maitre’d who was dressed in a white suit with a bright, colorful tie. He stood to the side of a wooden reservation lectern.

“No, I just want to make a call,” said Tarajano.

“You can use my phone right here,” smiled the Matire’d.

“I have my own. Thank you.” He displayed a cellular phone that had been concealed by his large hand.

“Very well, sir.”

Tarajano stepped off the stone platform of the hacienda, over the narrow stream, and onto the cobblestones. He pushed the buttons of a phone number in Miami, Florida, pressed the ‘Send’ button, then glanced at the evening sky as he listened to the phone ring. Once. Twice. Three times. In the middle of the fourth ring, he heard Jorge Espoinosa say, “Hello?”

“Hello, amigo,” said Tarajano. “It’s me, you piece of shit.”

“Hey, compadre, como esta?” Espinosa had a wide smile. He was about thirty years old. His hair was dark, as was his moustache.

“Bien, bien, gracias. And you?”

“Muy bien, muy bien, gracias,” replied Espinosa. He was dressed in an orange jumpsuit and a pair of cheap white sneakers as he stood in the middle of a barred cell on the top floor in an otherwise deserted wing of a jail in Raleigh, North Carolina. The door of the cell was unlocked. The phone call had been automatically ‘call forwarded’ from the Florida number Tarajano had dialed to this cell in North Carolina. Espinosa knew that everything said during the conversation was being recorded in an office on the first floor of the prison.

“Everything okay?” Looking back toward the open dining room, Tarajano could see that his two companions had begun eating their salads. The older man was speaking; the young man was nodding.

“Yes, of course,” said Espinosa. “I gave them the beeper numbers and the code to punch in that you and me agreed on. The shirts should be delivered to our friend any time now. Maybe happened already.”

“You told them to take one shirt from the top?” said Tarajano.

“Of course,” laughed Espinosa. “We are great lovers, but having new shirts helps.”

“Claro, claro. They are to keep a quarter of the shirts for themselves, and the balance they send home.”

“Everything as usual, amigo,” said Espinosa.

“I’ll call you later, maybe in an hour. You should know by then, no?”

“Absolutely.”

“Great. Talk to you later,” said Tarajano.

Espinosa hung up the phone, and pushed open the barred door to the cell. He walked to the end of a row of empty cells, and pushed open another barred door outside of which was a desk with another phone. He picked up that phone and waited.

“Yeah?” a man said in English with a Southern drawl.

“You get that?” said Espinosa.

“Sure did.”

“Okay. Can you call Virginia for me?”

“Sure. Who you want to talk to?” said the southern drawl.

“Hasheider.”

“Hold on.” After a few moments, the southern drawl was back on the phone. “Hasheider stepped out. He should be back in a minute.”

“Could you tell him to call me, I want to tell him what went down.”

“Already left that message.”

Espinosa walked back to his cell and sat on the iron bed. He picked up the pocket novel he had been reading and was just getting back into the thread of the story when a phone rang. He trotted to the desk outside and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Hasheider,” said a man’s voice. “You wanted to talk with me?”

“Just got a call from down south, about the two and a half mill in New York.”

“What about it?”

“They’re going to call back. Want to know what happened?”

“You’ll tell them.”

“Tell them what?” said Espinosa.

Alejandro Espinosa had become a Confidential Informant for the D.E.A. after he had been arrested by D.E.A. Special Agent Hasheider for possession of thirty kilos of pure cocaine that had arrived in Virginia by boat from Cali. At that time, Espinosa had been living in Virginia under an alias to avoid homicide charges that were outstanding against him in North Carolina. Caught red-handed with the cocaine, and facing at least twenty years in federal prison, Espinosa immediately began to cooperate with the D.E.A. and Agent Hasheider. In exchange for a promise of a lighter sentence and anonymity—he would only be an informant, provide information, without having to be a witness required to testify against the people on whom he informed—Espinosa agreed to work for the D.E.A. once released on bail on the drug charges, providing Hasheider with information about upcoming shipments of cocaine and stashes of currency.

It was a nice, sweet arrangement for a while. Espinosa had been able to provide the D.E.A. with information about a thousand kilos of imported cocaine and ten million dollars of cash, before an eager-beaver warrant officer from North Carolina queered the deal by arresting Espinosa on the pending North Carolina homicide charges. After Hasheider talked to the North Carolina people, he assured Espinosa, (who was now in jail in North Carolina), that this situation was just temporary. His work for the Feds was too valuable for him to remain in jail.

At the moment, however, Espinosa was a little pissed that Hasheider was taking so long with the red tape to get him out. The sons of bitches were able to arrange to have a phone with call forwarding from Florida put into his cell, arrange for him to occupy an entire wing of a jail, so other prisoners wouldn’t catch on to what was going on. So, how come they couldn’t get him the hell out of jail? After a while, Espinosa figured that Hasheider probably liked having him where he could be kept under very close scrutiny. When confronted, Hasheider said it was taking longer than he expected to get the North Carolina people to back off the homicide charges. Recently, Hasheider said he was going to work a deal so that Espinosa would plead to lesser charges in North Carolina, and any sentence Espinosa might receive in North Carolina would be served in the federal prison system concurrent with his federal sentence—if there was one.

Espinosa hoped that this two and a half million in cash they had seized today would be enough to get him out of the Can. If it wasn’t, Hasheider could go fuck himself for the next deal.

“You make the seizure already?” Espinosa asked.

“They surveilled the exchange about an hour ago. They haven’t made the raid yet. Want to let the guy feel nice and comfortable at home. Then they’ll drop in on him.” Hasheider said, pleased.

“Don’t forget my end,” said Espinosa. “I gotta pay my lawyers.”

Espinosa received ten percent of any seizure the D.E.A. made from his information. This had been Hasheider’s idea. He told Espinosa to demand a finder’s fee from the D.E.A. before he agreed to work for them. Which he did. He didn’t bother to tell the D.E.A., however, that Hasheider and his local cronies kept half of his end.

“Don’t worry. It comes off the top before they voucher the money.”

“You know, I’ve been thinking. I mean, everything is nice for you, for the rest of the guys involved in these raids, right? So, what am I still doing in this stinking North Carolina shit house?”

“I told you I’m working on it. Should be a couple more days.”

“It better be. Otherwise, I’m going on strike.”

“Really?”

Neither one knew who really had the advantage in this situation.


Sunnyside, Queens : June 18, 1996: 9:35 P.M.

Six undercover D.E.A. Task Force Agents in civilian clothes walked stealthily up the stairs of the tenement building. A distinct aroma of spicy Spanish food filled the stairwell. Spanish television could be heard through the doors of the apartments the Agents passed on the way up. At apartment 4R, the group stopped and huddled around the door, mouthing silent instructions to each other, and pointing to Agent Mulvehill, the large, beefy second-in-command to Supervisor Becker. Mulvehill was wearing a dark windbreaker with ‘D.E.A.’ emblazoned in large yellow letters on the front and back.

Mulvehill pointed to Bill Santiago, a D.E.A. Agent with the El Dorado Joint Task Force. Lou Castoro, another D.E.A. Agent from Becker’s squad, an N.Y.P.D. detective, a N.Y. State Police Trooper, and an A.T.F. Agent made up the rest of the group in the hallway. Mulvehill pointed to himself, and then the floor, indicating that he would remain where he stood, in front of the group. Mulvehill then pointed to Santiago, then his own mouth, then made open and closed movements of the fingers of his pursed hand, to indicate that Santiago should do the talking to the closed door. Santiago, a light-skinned Hispanic, with grey, short, cropped curly hair, nodded. Mulvehill looked at each Undercover Agent. They each nodded.

Mulvehill knocked on the door of apartment 4R.

There was silence within. Mulvehill knocked again, hard.

“Quien?” said a woman’s voice from within.

Mulvehill pointed to Santiago. “Tengo un pizza,” said Santiago.

“Pizza? You order a pizza?” the woman inside said to someone in Spanish. There was a muffled voice. “We didn’t order pizza,” she said through the door.

“Apartment 4R, Quesada, right?” Santiago said through the door.

A door lock was twisted from within. Mulvehill nodded an alert to the others, then braced himself. He checked to make sure that his badge—which was on a chain around his neck—was clearly visible. Another lock on the door was turned. The door opened a couple of inches.

“D.E.A.! Open up!” Mulvehill said harshly to a short woman with dark eyes and hair, pushing his bulk up against the door, forcing it open. Other officers were pushing Mulvehill forward through the doorway.

“Que pasa?” said a man with bare feet, wide-eyed, rushing into the kitchen of the apartment, where the front door was located. “What do you want?” he said in English, studying the badges of the officers who were now standing in his kitchen.

“We want to look around,” said Lou Castoro.

“Look around? For what?” said the man. “There’s nothing here.”

“We think there is,” said Mulvehill. “If you have nothing to hide, it’ll only take a couple of minutes for us to look around. There’s a search warrant on the way. So we can get this over with now, or we can wait around right here for a couple of hours until the warrant arrives.” Two members of the group were already probing into the kitchen cabinets, under the sink, inside the oven. Two others made their way into a hallway and further into the apartment.

“My kids are in there,” said the man.

“We can do this the hard way or the easy way,” said Mulvehill. “Tell us where the money is and we won’t disturb your kids.” Two little children came to curtains separating the kitchen from a hallway to the rest of the apartment. Upon seeing the police, the children began to cry and run toward their mother. She gathered them and carried them inside.

“Tell them everything is okay, so they won’t be frightened,” Santiago called to her in Spanish. “Tell us where the money is, and we’ll be finished right away,” he said to the man. “Don’t put your kids through this.”

The man shrugged, as if he didn’t understand what Mulvehill was saying.

“One of you guys that speak the old Espaniol, explain what we want to this guy,” Mulvehill said over his shoulder as he followed the other officers into a living room where a television light flickered in the faces of the children clinging to their mother. The Agents began to rummage in the room. The first two officers now invaded a back bedroom. They began looking around the room, under the bed. The Police detective opened a closet in the corner of the room.

“Hello, hello,” he said in an affected British accent, as he pulled out a blue New York Yankees duffel bag by a shoulder strap.

“Looks interesting,” said the other officer. The bag was dropped on the bed. The detective zipped it open. “Bingo!” he shouted, seeing a stash of currency bundles inside the bag. The other officers and the man of the apartment came into the bedroom.

“Don’t know what we’re talking about?” asked Mulvehill. He smirked. “You got anymore of this stuff around?” he demanded.

He shook his head, a sour look on his face.

“Don’t lie to us again and make it worse,” Mulvehill warned him.

“That’s it,” said the man.

“Don’t bullshit us,” said Castoro in Spanish. “Where’s the rest of it?”

“The rest of what? That’s all there is.”

“You sure?”

“Sure. Sure.” The man sat dejectedly on the bed.

“Where did you get the cash?” demanded Mulvehill, now standing over the man and the bag on the bed. “Whose is it?”

“Not mine,” said the man.

“Not yours?” said Castoro. “What are you doing, holding it for somebody? Who are you holding it for?”

The man shrugged.

“Don’t give us a shrug. We want answers. If you want us to get out of here, you better tell us what we want to know. Where did you get this stuff? We know it’s not yours. This money comes from drugs, right? You have drugs here?”

“No drugs.”

“We find drugs around here, you’re going to jail for twenty years. Even without any drugs, we got you on money laundering; you’re going to get seven to ten. You’re in a deep pile of shit unless you help yourself, your wife, the whole family.”

“My wife? She has nothing to do with this.”

“Yeah, who does then? You better start coming up with answers.” The other Task Force members were still rummaging through the apartment, opening every compartment, looking under every piece of furniture.

“I got it from some guy I met in the bar on Northern Boulevard watching Mexican football. He said I could make some money. What I have to do, I asked him. He said I had to pick up a package and give it to another guy. I didn’t even know what was in the package.”

“Bullshit,” Mulvehill said bending down right into his face. “What bar?”

“Los Gates.”

“Yeah, and what was this guy’s name?” said Castoro.

“I only know him as Flaco.”

“What’s the rest of his name?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know the guy.”

“Where does he live?” asked Mulvehill.

“I don’t know. I just meet him in the bar.”

“How do you get in touch with this guy Flaco?”

“I don’t. He said he’d get in touch with me and tell me what to do.”

“Bullshit,” said Castoro, rummaging on the shelf in the bedroom closet. “You want us to believe that you met a guy who gives you a million, maybe two million bucks in cash, and you don’t know who he is, or where he lives?”

“That’s the truth,” the man said defiantly.

“How much is in there?” said Castoro.

The man shook his head and shrugged.

“You’re lying to us again,” said Mulvehill. “You’re only making it worse by lying.”

“I’m not.”

“You are!” said Mulvehill loudly, digging his face right up into the man’s face.

The loud voices from the bedroom brought the wife into the room. She hung back, watching the police and her husband. The frightened children trailed after her, still snuggling against her, their wide eyes peering out at the scene.

“Anybody find anything else?” Mulvehill shouted out.

“Negative,” came a couple of voices from the front of the apartment. “Okay, let’s take this lying piece of he glanced at the children, “—let’s take him down to the office,” said Mulvehill. He hoisted the duffel bag onto his shoulder. “More than two mil in here, I’m sure. Take this guy into custody,” he said to Castoro.

“Where are you taking my husband?” said the woman in Spanish, trying to block their way out the bedroom door.

“Take it easy, Senora,” said Santiago.

“You won’t be seeing him for a long time, lady,” said Mulvehill, “a long time.”

She began to cry with fright. “Where are you taking my husband. He don’t have nothing to do with this.”

“Oh, really? You know something about this money?”

“Only what my husband told you. He told me the same thing. That’s all we know about this money. You want it, take it. Leave my husband here.”

“We can’t do that,” said Mulvehill. “He’s in deep trouble. You won’t be seeing him for a long time.” Mulvehill made sure the husband could hear what he was saying to the wife.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, as the Agents led the husband out of the bedroom.

Santiago came into the bedroom. “Listen, Senora,” he said speaking softly in Spanish. “You know anything about this money, where it came from, how we can get in touch with the people who gave it to your husband?”

She shook her head, sobbing. “Only what he told you. What’s going to happen? I have two little kids, no money …”

“Don’t say anything,” Santiago assured her, continuing to speak in Spanish. “Everything’ll be okay. We’re not going to do anything to your husband. My boss is just trying to frighten you. We have to take him down to the office. If he’s telling the truth, which I think he is, we’ll just take his picture, his fingerprints, and then he’ll be home in a couple of hours.”

“You taking him to jail? You taking my husband to jail?” The woman started to writhe, trying to get past Santiago, to her husband. “Papi,” she screamed after him. The children began to cry, pushing against Santiago’s legs.

Mulvehill and the other Task Force members had made it back to the kitchen and were almost clear of the entrance door.

“Papi, Papi!” the woman screamed toward the entrance. The children were crying hysterically. “Papi, Papi,” they chorused.

“Meta, meta,” Santiago said, turning to the woman, holding her by both shoulders, looking into her face. “Listen. They’re Americans. I’m Spanish. I’m telling you, the gringos are only interested in the money. They’ll take his picture, then let him go. Don’t worry. I’m telling you the truth. Don’t worry. He’ll be back in a couple of hours. Here, here, take my card. So you know who I am. You know how to get in touch with me.”

The woman looked at the Detective’s business card with the gold embossed shield of the D.E.A.

“You sure he’s coming home, in a couple of hours?”

“Seguro.”

“Swear to Jesus Christ?” she said to him.

“I swear to Jesus,” said Santiago, making the sign of the cross.

The woman studied Santiago’s eyes for a moment, then nodded. “Bueno. Quiet, children, quiet. Papi is okay. He’ll be home soon.”

Mulvehill, Santiago, and the N.Y.P.D. detective were in a small, windowless room at D.E.A. headquarters on Tenth Avenue. They were seated around a desk on which there was a huge pile of currency. Mulvehill sent Castoro to join Geraghty in an in-progress surveillance of Senator Joe Galiber in the Bronx. He sent the other agents from the raiding party home.

“It takes a fucking long time to count this much money,” said Santiago.

“Yeah, and your griping don’t make it any easier,” said Mulvehill.

“How much we have, so far?” said Santiago.

“A hundred twenty thou’ over there,” said Mulvehill, pointing to the top of a file cabinet on which there were packages of currency that were already counted. “That’s the snitch’s share.”

“I thought he was getting ten percent of the seizure,” said Santiago.

“Fuck him. We seized less than they thought, right?” Mulvehill said, looking into the eyes of the other two Agents.

“Yeah, right,” agreed Santiago. The detective nodded.

“There’s eight hundred thou’ on the other desk, so far,” said Santiago, looking to packages that had been counted and placed on a second desk in the room.

“And look at the huge pile we still have to count,” said Mulvehill. “At least two mill.”

“We’ll be counting here all night,” said the detective.

“We still have to put, let’s say, twenty, forty, sixty,” Mulvehill was counting on his fingers, “seventy, eighty, ninety—for us.” He laughed mischievously. The others laughed with him.

“Let’s get this thing finished, so we can tell the boss,” said Santiago.

“He already knows,” said Mulvehill.

“You called him?”

“He called me, on my cell, when you guys were putting the car in the lot. I told him what we had. He said he’d be right down.”

“Was he happy?” said Santiago.

“He was ecstatic,” said Supervisor Becker who had just opened the door to the small room.

“Hey, Boss,” said Mulvehill.

Becker nodded, his eyes transfixed on the pile of money on the desk. “Fabulous, fabulous,” he said, looking around at the various piles of counted bundles. “A couple of million?”

“Looks that way,” said Mulvehill. “There were no drugs.”

“As usual,” said Becker. “They never let the people with money have anything to do with drugs. As usual, it’s just a private citizen—a dishonest one—like the hump who had this pile, picking up some extra spending money carrying the currency. Where’s the money for the snitch?” said Becker.

“Up there,” said Mulvehill, nodding toward the top of the file cabinet. “A hundred and twenty.”

“How do we know that, when we haven’t finished counting?”

“We didn’t get as much as we thought,” said Santiago, smiling at Becker.

“No need to cheat our informant,” said Becker. “The money carriers know exactly how much money they have. They’re responsible for every dollar. The little guy you took this from is going to have to make good for it—or they’ll take the eyes out of his family back in Colombia.”

“How the hell is that guy going to make up two mil?” said Santiago.

“Who knows? That’s the bargain they make going in,” said Becker, “and that’s one of the reasons we hit them for the money only. If the people in Colombia couldn’t get the money back there, they wouldn’t be sending the junk up here.”

“Poor fuck is never going to make it,” said the detective.

Becker shrugged. “That’s unfortunate.”

Santiago shook his head.

“Is there something for the boys?” asked Becker.

“The other three got ten apiece,” said Mulvehill. “This is for the three of us.”

“There’s sixty here,” said Becker, brushing his hand through the pile separated for the Agents. “You weren’t figuring that you’d take twenty each, and the others only ten?”

“It’s hard work to count,” said Mulvehill.

“You’re breaking my heart.”

“How about you take the difference, boss.”

Becker shook his head. “The others took ten, you three take ten each,” said Becker. “Everything has to be fair and square. You did good—no, great work, tonight,” Becker said to his Agents. “Go take a smoke,” he said to Santiago and the detective. He didn’t even remember his name. “I’ll count for a while. Don’t take too long. I have an appointment in midtown with another snitch.” Santiago and the detective stood, each taking a small bundle of cash and stuffing it into their pockets.

When the door closed behind the other two agents, Becker turned to Mulvehill. “Don’t be teaching your men to cheat each other.”

“I just thought—”

“Don’t be teaching them to cheat each other,” Becker repeated. “They learn from your example. What is not corrected, is taught.”

“Sorry, Boss.”

“You give the guy a receipt for this?”

“Yeah, but I wrote ‘unspecified amount of currency’ on it, no actual number.”

“Good,” said Becker. He picked up a handful of cash and began to count. “How much in each package?”

“Ten thousand.”

When Becker counted ten thousand, he put a rubber band around the packet and added it to the pile of counted cash. “Did you hear anything from Geraghty about his surveillance of Galiber?” he said to Mulvehill.

“I sent Castoro up to join him. They’re both following him around the Bronx as we speak, political shit, fund raisers, rallies. They think they spotted the Senator’s girlfriend, some twist who works on the campaigns with him.”

“Did they catch them kissy face?”

“Not really,” said Mulvehill. “They’re still on top of it. Said they’d call in with more news in a little while.”

“Fine. Let me know when you hear anything. It’s important we nail the guy with something. This stuff,” he pointed at the pile of cash, “the money that we take from these criminals funds a host of Agency activities that the politicians in Washington don’t want showing up on any budget, you get me?”

Mulvehill nodded as he counted another packet.

“In a way, the drug business helps keep the U.S. of A. strong. The money Congress allocates for the drug war to the F.B.I., the D.E.A., the C.I.A. doesn’t provide for all the manpower and equipment we need. These seized funds—millions, more every day—funds a lot of covert activities that we can’t talk about or advertise, stuff in Iran, Iraq, to keep the infidels down. Galiber, thinking he’s doing good, starting noise about legalizing drugs, might upset the whole scheme of things, a lot of schemes of things that are important to national security. He has to be knocked down, hard, fast, so there’s no momentum generated.” Becker stopped talking as he counted. “We ought to have some of our bean-counters dig into his finances. If we can’t find him hiding the weeny tonight, maybe we can find him on the take, socking away some cash.”

“You want me to do anything about it?”

“That’s why I’m talking to you. Get some of those accountant types to start digging. If we can come up with something, I’ll talk to Dineen, get him to do a white collar investigation. Get some of our people to start checking on his bank accounts. We ought to be watching him to see what he spends, what he owns—cars, a boat, maybe, a summer place.”

Mulvehill nodded as he placed another packet on the counted pile.

Becker picked up another handful of cash. “Meanwhile, I’m going to see some of our friends in the newspaper business, some of our politician friends in State government, maybe we can put some weight in the legislature to put the kibosh on this legalization nonsense from the other end.”

Someone knocked on the door. Santiago and the detective looked in.

“Come in, there’s a lot more to be counted. I have to get uptown to speak to our Brotherhood snitch.”

“Have fun,” said Mulvehill.

“Oh, yes, really.”


The Bronx : June 18, 1996 : 9:50 P.M.

Marty Geraghty sat in the driver’s seat of a sleek, bright red Pontiac TransAm, sipping coffee from a styrofoam container. Lou Castoro sat next to him, a similar cup on the top of the dashboard in front of him. The vehicle had been drawn from the 10th Avenue pool of cars confiscated by the D.E.A. from drug dealers and the like; the Agency retained the flashiest and loudest for undercover operations. The TransAm was parked at a fire hydrant across the street from a Jehovah’s Witnesses’s Kingdom Hall.

“How long you figure he’s been inside?” said Castoro, looking at his watch. “It’s the third one tonight.”

“Long enough to make an appearance and milk the guests. His regular workers usually put together a spread—hopefully promoted on the arm, from a local eatery. People from the area—Spanish, Jews, old people, bag ladies, pregnant teenagers—come to dance and free load, then he shows up to shake a few hands. This is probably the last one tonight. Why, you in a hurry?”

“I have to take a piss.”

“Go to that joint over there,” said Geraghty, pointing toward a small bar with a neon Budweiser sign askew in the front window.

“Are you kidding? That’s a black joint. I’ll stand out there like a nun in a whore house.”

“Sit away from me when you talk like that, if you don’t mind,” said Geraghty. “I don’t want to get hit with your lightning.”

Castoro laughed. “I’ll find someplace peaceful and quiet.” He opened the door of the car. The interior light switch inside the undercover car had purposely been disabled so that agents on surveillance were able to slip in and out without calling attention to themselves or the car.

Geraghty sipped his coffee as he watched the front door of the Kingdom Hall. An occasional straggler would enter or leave. Some of the guests came out to the sidewalk to smoke or to cool off after dancing.

Castoro re-entered the car. “How do these politician bastards keep a straight face,” he said, leaning forward to take his coffee cup. “Damn, it’s cold. They’re always squeezing people to give them money so they can put their own pictures all over the place and get themselves a paying job. They ought to be paying the voters rather than the other way ’round.”

“They’re like movie actors,” said Geraghty. “Doesn’t bother an actor a bit to kiss a horse’s arse on screen if that’s what the script calls for. It’s their job, and they do it. Same with politicians. They do whatever it takes to raise money for themselves. The only thing bothers any of them, actors, politicians, same shit, is when nobody pays attention to them. Funny thing, people don’t seem to mind.”

“Reagan was both of them, actor and politician.”

“Reagan was a different story,” said Geraghty. “He was the best there was. Had the right ideas.”

Castoro nodded. He glanced past Geraghty. “Here he is,” he said as Senator Galiber came out of Kingdom Hall with an older man in a cap, and a young woman.

Geraghty turned. “Surprise, surprise. She’s still with him.”

The older man began to walk off to the right, as Galiber and the young woman stayed on the sidewalk in front of Kingdom Hall, talking with the people cooling off in front. The woman next to Galiber was a light-skinned black woman, in her thirties, attractive, with long, straight hair.

“Who’s the squeeze?” said Castoro.

“Don’t know the last name yet. We’ve seen her before. First name’s Jerrold.”

“Gerald, like the boys name, ‘Gerald’?”

“Sounds like ‘Gerald’, but she spells it funny, with a ‘J’, an ‘o’ and two ‘r’s. She goes around with him to a lot of these affairs, then takes off with him—when his old lady isn’t around. We’re putting together a folder on both of them.”

“Nice tits. You think the camera’ll work in this light?”

“That piece of shit camera the Agency gave you? I doubt it works in any light. Be careful he doesn’t see you.”

“I’m not going to use the flash.”

“I’m talking about light reflecting from the lens. We already have some pictures of them together at a daytime street rally last weekend.”

Just as Castoro took the first picture, a police car rolled up next to the TransAm blocking the Agents’s view of Kingdom Hall. “Move it,” directed a young, Hispanic officer in the passenger seat of the police vehicle.

“Shit,” murmured Geraghty as he leaned out the TransAm window. “We’re on the job,” he whispered toward the Hispanic officer.

At that very moment, three young men on the sidewalk, one of them balancing a rap blasting boom box on his shoulder, passed by the TransAm. Galiber and the woman glanced directly toward the police car and the TransAm.

“Move it!” the cop repeated as the young men with the boom box moved a bit out of earshot.

“Hey, hey,” Castoro said urgently, “the old guy they came out with just pulled Galiber’s car in front of the place.”

Geraghty lowered his hand out the window, between the TransAm and the police car, displaying his credentials and badge. The cops eyes dropped to study the shield in Geraghty’s hands. “D.E.A. Surveillance. We’re on the job.”

“They’re getting in, they’re going to pull away,” Castoro said. Galiber’s gleaming black Cadillac convertible, facing in the opposite direction, began to move away.

“Sorry,” the young Hispanic cop said softly.

“We gotta go, we gotta go. Pull up, pull back, do something,” Geraghty directed the cops. The police car rolled back. Geraghty drove the TransAm away from the curb and straight ahead for a block, then made a quick U-turn. “We won’t even be able to find that big boat of his in the dark.”

“Oh yes we will,” said Castoro. “We’ll spot his tail light.” Castoro picked up a small, battery powered drill from the floor near his feet.

“You drilled his tail light?”

Castoro nodded with a sly smile. “While I was out taking a piss.”

“Good work.…” Geraghty floored the throttle. The TransAm burned rubber, its tailpipes splaying out a loud, deep sound as they sped back past Kingdom Hall like kids in a drag race.

“You see anything?” said Geraghty, searching forward and to the left through the windshield.

“Not yet,” said Castoro, looking ahead and to the right into the cross street as they started through an intersection. “There he is, there he is. This way, to the right,” he said suddenly.

About two blocks to the right, a tail lamp beamed bright white brake light through the hole Castoro had drilled. Galiber’s car was moving away from them, up a hill.

Geraghty tried to wheel the car right. There was a car waiting at the light on the right side of the cross street. He quickly twirled the TransAm steering wheel left, made a complete screeching circle in the middle of the intersection, and plunged into the cross street. Ahead, almost at the top of the hill, the car with the drilled tail light, smaller but clearly visible, made a right turn.

“He made a right,” said Castoro as Galiber’s car disappeared.

“Worry not, m’lad. We’ve got ‘im by the balls. Good damn thing you drilled that hole.” Castoro smiled. Geraghty was now sitting back as far as he could in his seat, his arms extended to either side of the steering wheel, as the car raced to where Galiber made the turn. After the turn, they could see Galiber’s car a distance ahead. As they closed the gap between them, Geraghty eased off the accelerator, wanting to stay far enough behind Galiber’s car to remain unnoticed, yet close enough to keep it in sight. Galiber’s car soon pulled into the driveway of a restaurant called Alex & Henry’s. The restaurant sat by itself in the middle of a large parking area.

“We can’t stop here in the middle of the street,” Geraghty said as he drove past the restaurant.

“Looks like he’s parking,” said Castoro.

Geraghty drove out of sight, waited for a car going in their direction to pass, then U-turned and drove back toward the restaurant slowly.

“He parked in the lot,” said Castoro. “I see the car. I don’t see him.”

Geraghty passed the restaurant, drove another quarter of a mile and U-turned again. He pulled to the curb diagonally across the street from the restaurant and turned off the lights.

“They go inside?” Geraghty asked, looking toward the restaurant.

“It’s hard to see from here. There’s a tree in the way.”

“We can’t park any closer, or we’d be too obvious.”

“Pull into the parking lot instead of staying back here,” said Castoro.

“The parking lot of the restaurant?”

“Affirmative. Like we’re going to have a couple of shooters. Which isn’t such a bad idea.”

“You’re right,” said Geraghty. “If he comes out and drives this way, we’re like sitting ducks with our asses sticking out.” He turned the ignition key and drove into the restaurant parking lot, backing the car into a spot at the far end of the lot which had a view of the entrance. He turned the lights off.

“We just going to sit here?”

“What choice do we have?” asked Geraghty. “We’ll wait for him to come out and drive to her pad for a quickie. Then we’ll wait some more.”

“What if they’re having dinner?”

“We’ll have a longer wait,” said Geraghty. “You better make notes. The Boss’ll want a minute-by-minute report. He wants something concrete on this guy.”

“What’s this guy done that we’re investigating?”

“He’s introducing a bill in the Senate to legalize drugs.”

“Treacherous bastard,” said Castoro. “Doesn’t he realize that if it passed, we’d all have to go out and find a real job?”

“Which is the reason the boss has us following this diabolical shitheel,” said Geraghty. “He’s trying to change the rules of the game.”

“This is a bullshit waste of time, for Christ’s sake. Legalizing drugs! Hasn’t a fucking prayer becoming law.”

“Will you stop blaspheming like that with me sitting right here next to you.”

“Politicians don’t have the balls to pass a bill like that, anyway. And if they did, their constituents would shit. The Boss may be Robo Cop, but he can also be an asshole sometimes.”

“Only sometimes?”

The two Agents sat slumped in their seats for a while, listening to the end of a Yankee game on the radio.

“Seattle is beating the shit out of them.”

“It’s a long season.”

“Y’ever notice how boring a game is when your team is getting the shit beat out of it?”

“Yeah. Hey,” said Geraghty, sitting up. “The twist is coming out by herself.”

From the entranceway, the young woman who had been with Galiber came out of the restaurant and stood on the sidewalk. Momentarily, Galiber joined her. They stood together, talking.

“They’re figuring where they should go to play hide the weenie,” said Castoro.

“He’s real careful,” said Geraghty. “We know he’s doing it, but we haven’t been able to catch him dirty yet.”

“Maybe tonight’s the night.”

“Maybe.”

A car drove into the parking lot and stopped near Galiber and the woman. The driver of the newly arrived vehicle, an older black woman, opened the driver’s side window and began talking to the two people. Galiber stepped off the sidewalk, bent down and gave the older woman a kiss on the cheek. The younger woman walked around the car, opened the passenger side door, and entered the vehicle.

“What’s this, her Mommy’s picking her up?” said Castoro.

“Looks that way.”

Another few words, and Galiber stood back, gave a short wave and watched the vehicle with the two women drive off. He walked toward his car.

“Do we follow her, him, or go the fuck home?” said Castoro.

“What the hell do we care where she goes with her Mother? We’re interested in him.”

“This is really bullshit.”

Galiber entered his car, started the engine and drove out of the parking lot.

Geraghty started the engine. “You think he made us?”

“Don’t think so.”

“He lives in the Bronx, by the courthouse. Might as well follow him. It’s on our way anyway.” Geraghty drove slowly out of the parking lot, hanging back as the black Cadillac with the pierced tail lamp drove south.

“Look at the son of a bitch. He’s driving, like, twenty miles an hour,” said Geraghty.

“He made us, that fuck. He made us! And now he’s fucking toying with us.”

“We’re like sore thumbs out here going slow right along with him,” said Geraghty

“He probably called the old lady to come pick up the bitch. Maybe we should break off.”

“We’ll stay back here—maybe a little further back. This wise-ass son of a bitch must be having a fine time giving us the finger.”

Galiber picked up speed on the Hutchinson River Parkway, to a stately forty miles an hours, driving directly to a building at Concourse Village, where he drove into the garage beneath the building

As the Senator backed the car into his assigned parking space, he noticed that one of his tail lights shone more brightly, whitely, against the wall into which he was backing. He shifted the car into park. Brightness still reflected from one side of the car. He stepped out of his car and walked to the rear.

“Son of a bitch,” he said softly to himself, studying his desecrated tail lamp. He walked around the car to the other side, inspecting the other taillight. He glanced up and studied the silent garage, his eyes searching into the parked cars, the shadows. He re-entered his car, still muttering, parked and locked the car.

There was a public phone on the wall near the elevators that fed up into the building. He fished a quarter out of his pocket and dropped it into the slot.

“You okay?” he said into the phone. He listened, nodded. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” He hung up, then fed another quarter into the phone.

“Sandro?” he said.

“Where are you? You’re supposed to get here for coffee and desert. Your wife’s here.”

“I’m calling you from the pay phone in my garage. I was on my way there, but pulled in at the house because two guys in a red car were just following me.”

“You sure you’re not just getting paranoid in your old age?”

“Very sure. The sons of bitches drilled a hole in one of my tail lamps.”

“I guess paranoia can’t drill a hole in your tail lamp. Have you been doing anything naughty with anyone’s wife?”

“I have no idea what it’s about. Just wanted to let you know, in case of, in case of … I don’t know what. Just wanted you to know.”

“One good thing about it, though,” said Sandro.

“What’s that?”

“At least you know to be careful, somebody’s watching.”

“It’s going to cost me a fortune to replace that tail lamp.”

“You coming down?”

“I’m going to wait here for a little. I’ll call you back when it’s clear.” Galiber hung up the phone and went upstairs to his apartment.

The red TransAm sat silently in the shadows, a block and a half from Galiber’s building. After a while, its motor started and its lights came on. The driver wheeled the car around and disappeared into the night.


Penn Station, New York : June 18, 1996 : 10:15 P.M.

D.E.A. Supervisor Michael Becker made his way slowly against the tide of belligerent fans cascading out of Madison Square Garden at the end of the Knicks/Miami Heat game. He was thin, with closely-cropped reddish hair, and a prominent, bony nose. In the cab on the way to the Garden, the radio had been tuned to the game. The announcer said that the atmosphere both on the court and in the audience had become more belligerent as the Knicks, expecting to clinch the division playoffs, found themselves on the short end of the score. The closer the buzzer, the rougher the game, the more irate the fans, until at the final buzzer, there was a free-for-all between the Knick and Miami Heat players.

Becker was inching his way to the fourth incarnation of Madison Square Garden. The original Garden had been built in the 1880s near Madison Square Park and the Fuller Building, now known as the Flatiron Building, downtown in the east Twenties, just off of Fifth Avenue. After the first burnt to the ground, a second structure was built in the same locale. The third was built on Eighth Avenue between 49th and 50th Streets, where the Friday night fights were the social event of the week for all New Yorkers in the swing during the forties and fifties. The latest version was erected on the site of the magnificent Penn Station, inexplicably razed at 33rd Street and Seventh Avenue to make room for the present uninspired cylinder. The tracks and sidings of Penn Station were secreted beneath street level.

“Game’s over, asshole,” a beery fan in suit jacket and tie shouted into Becker’s face, pushing past him.

Becker steadfastly continued to move through the tide of exiting fans.

“Wrong way, wrong way,” announced another impatient fan in a Knicks windbreaker, as he bumped into Becker.

Becker shifted sideways, reaching quickly toward the bulge at his waist; that last bump had almost dislodged his service revolver.

Immediately after leaving the abbreviated proceedings in front of Judge Ellis early this morning, Awgust Nichols had paged Becker from the courthouse. When Becker returned the call to Nichols’ cell phone, Nichols told him that he was going to have something really important to tell him later on. Becker suggested they meet at six-thirty. Nichols said he wouldn’t have the information by then, as he was meeting his source at around seven. Nichols suggested they meet at their usual place at ten-thirty. Becker said that was too late.

“This is something that’s really going to turn you on,” Nichols had told him.

“It’s too late,” said Becker.

“Even if it’s about a huge, new drug smuggling operation in Russia?”

There was a silent pause. “Russia? Are you kidding?”

It was the first time Becker dropped his cool emotional mien to react to anything.

“Now you’re interested, hanh?”

“Ten-thirty tonight. Usual place” Becker said tersely.

The usual place for Nichols and Becker was Penn Station, aboard Amtrak’s overnight Washington sleeper train as it sat beneath Madison Square Garden waiting for its 2 AM departure. When they made the appointment, Becker hadn’t realized that a playoff game was scheduled.

Struggling forward against the tide of disgruntled Knick fans, Becker finally reached a stairwell leading down to Penn Station. A large number of people from the surge were also diverting down the steps to catch eastbound Long Island Railway trains.

When he reached the Amtrak ticket counter concourse, Becker’s wing-tipped cordovan footsteps echoed sharply on the wide terrazzo floor of the deserted, dimly-lit station. The ticket windows each had a ‘Position Closed’ sign displayed. The chairs and benches intended for waiting passengers were empty, the escalators leading to the tracks below weren’t moving. The only activity was a lone porter pushing a rotating polishing machine on the terrazzo, his head moving rhythmically to something he heard from a set of headphones. The Porter saw Becker and waved an arm. “Closed,” he shouted.

“Washington Sleeper,” called Becker. The Porter lifted one of the ear pieces, inquiring with a nod of his head.

“Washington Sleeper,” Becker repeated.

The Porter nodded. “Track four.” He pointed toward a stairway as he replaced his headphones and continued to follow the polishing machine.

Becker walked down a dim stairway. On the right side of the lower platform were empty, polished steel tracks. On the left side, a long silver train stood silent. Staggered interior lights illuminated a windowed corridor within the passenger cars. Standing on the platform two cars down, a black man in a blue uniform with a patent leather peaked conductor’s cap was talking to another man in railroad work coveralls, holding a lantern.

“Washington?” called the Conductor. He had a pencil thin moustache. His uniform was very neat, a tight little knot in his tie, the peak of his conductor’s cap highly polished.

“Yes,” Becker replied.

“Name?” The Conductor took a few steps forward, taking a manifest from inside his jacket.

“I’m supposed to meet a friend on the sleeper,” said Becker. “Brothers. He said something about compartment twenty five.”

“Twenty-five?” the Conductor said, reading his list. “Brothers,” he nodded agreement. “Next forward car, sir. You can go up right there,” the Conductor pointed to a stairway into a nearby car. “Walk through this car to the next. Twenty five is in the middle, on the right.”

“Thanks.”

“If you folks need anything, just let me know.”

Becker nodded. The Conductor resumed his conversation with the man holding the lantern.

On one side of the narrow interior corridor were windows through which Becker could see the two men talking on the deserted platform below. On the other side, were closed doors every few feet. The entire car was silent. Becker slid open the door between cars. The second car was the same as the first. Little signs on the doors indicated 32, 31, 30. Becker reached compartment 25. He looked around, listened. There were no sounds anywhere in the train. He knocked.

A solemn-looking Awgust Nichols opened the door. “Hello, Michael.”

“Something the matter?” said Becker.

“A little upset.”

“About?”

“Things aren’t going right,” said Nichols.

“What things?”

“Want a drink. I’ve got that Moscovskaya Vodka you like.”

“You expecting anyone else?” said Becker, glancing at two bottles of champagne and a bottle of vodka steeped in a bucket of ice.

“A couple of trapeze artists,” Nichols said, fluttering his eyebrows. “Later.”

“Too bad I didn’t wear my party suit,” said Becker. “You said something about a new Russian route?”

“They’re available if you’re interested—the girls. Exotic dancers. From one of the clubs.”

Becker shook his head. “What time are they coming?” He glanced at his watch.

“Eleven-fifteen. It’s up to you. I need a drink myself.” Nichols popped a cork from a bottle of champagne. It fizzed up out of the bottle, some splashing on his silk tie. “Damn.”

Becker smirked, taking the bottle of Moscovskaya from the ice, pouring some, straight up, into a tumbler. “Next time, put a cloth over the champagne bottle before you pop the cork.” He raised his glass. “Na zdvrovye.”

“Man. Everybody in New York is speaking a different language these days. What language is that?” said Nichols.

“Russian.”

“That’s what those other guys were talking tonight, Russian.”

“What guys are those?” said Becker.

“First let me tell you why I’m upset.”

“If you have to.”

“This whole situation is takin’ too long.”

“What situation is taking too long?” Becker sipped his vodka.

“I was at court today, man.”

“I know.”

“You do?”

“I’m the main man, remember,” said Becker. “Geraghty, my Case Agent, saw you there, talking to Taylor. He called me, wanted me to assure him for the umpteenth time that you were okay.”

“And what did you say?”

Becker’s mouth soured. “What about the new route?”

“I assume you also know about the lawyer’s nose bleed.”

“It was on the news. At this point, everybody in New York knows about the lawyer’s nose-bleed.”

“That’s what I’m talking about when I say this thing is taking too long,” said Nichols. “It’s going on and on.”

“Give me a clue what you’re talking about?” Becker topped off his glass of vodka. “I didn’t come over to play Jeopardy.”

“Our agreement.”

“What agreement?” Becker said, lowering the glass from his lips, studying Nichols.

“I agreed to help you, give you information about the Brotherhood, so you could make a big collar. In return, you agreed to get Red off the street—” Becker frowned. “You’re frowning? Like it wasn’t me who gave you the information where to put the bugs in Red’s club, who told you what time Money and the others were there every day? Who convinced Taylor—somebody right in the very middle of the conversations—to go along with the program so you could get the wire tap and bug order?”

“No question about it,” Becker said with a shrug. “You did all those things.”

“Which just happens to be the main evidence in the biggest case around here in a hundred years. In exchange, you were going to help me and Taylor.”

Becker sipped his vodka, listening.

One day, a couple of years back, when the investigation that led to The Brotherhood trial was just beginning, Becker arrived at Red Hardie’s office to serve a subpoena for all of Red’s accounting books and records. Red wasn’t in, but the secretary directed Becker to Nichols who said it would take a few days to gather the material. Subsequent conversations when Becker returned revealed that the two of them had mutually compatible goals. Becker mentioned that he was out to nail Red Hardie, which would be the biggest collar he made since he moved from the C.I.A. to the D.E.A. At that very moment, a thought occurred to Nichols. If Becker and his squad had enough information, they might cause Red Hardie—with his fame and fancy suits, his cars and women—to fall into the abyss of the justice system. At which point, he, Awgust Nichols, with all his inside information about the operation, his knowledge of how things worked, and, most importantly, where all the money was buried or hidden, would be standing right there to grab the tiller for “Uncle” Red Hardie. Nichols realized that once Red went to jail, he would be there for a long time. And in the interim, if things were worked right, Nichols would be standing in the place of honor and respect Harlem so long reserved for Red Hardie.

To pursue his burning ambitions, Nichols provided Becker with information about Money Dozier and the other major players in the Brotherhood, revealing when each visited Sport’s Lounge on the corner of 137th Street each day, how Money sat in the same booth and seat in the rear of the club, every day, sorting out, on Red’s behalf, various business matters that arose amongst the toilers in the drug trade. Nichols even told Becker about the picture of Sugar Ray Robinson that hung on the wall above Money’s booth. In addition, after obtaining a vow of secrecy from Anton Taylor, Nichols told him of the D.E.A.’s investigation, and the impending indictments that were going to hit the Brotherhood like a ton of bricks. He convinced Taylor that he was about to be run over by a steam-roller, but if he worked with the Government and A.U.S.A. Dineen so that an application for Electronic Surveillance could be presented to Judge Ellis, he, in turn, would receive substantial help from the Government in his own case.

At first, Taylor resisted. But Nichols, ever Taylor’s guide, convinced him that arrests were inevitable, The Man was about to pounce on the Brotherhood, and shit was really going to hit the fan. He assured Taylor that with some quiet help and information—he didn’t have to be a testifying witness—the length of Taylor’s prison sentence could be kept to the minimum. When Taylor agreed to assist the Government, he insisted, as Nichols had advised, that he would only give information, not testify. Dineen, anticipating the day that copies of his Application for Electronic Surveillance would have to be turned over to the Defense Counsel for those indicted, in his papers, referred to Taylor only as “Confidential Informant Number One (C.I. 1)” and Nichols as C.I. 2.

Once the Electronic Surveillance Order, based upon the information provided by C.I. 1 and C.I. 2, was obtained, the D.E.A. staged a common burglary of the Sport’s Lounge in order to place a bug in the premises. Except for Red, all the men who comprised the upper ranks of the Brotherhood gathered there regularly to lay plans, strategize the importation, sale, and distribution of the product.

That Red was never present during those meetings did not deter the Government from pursuing a conspiracy prosecution against him. The invocation of Red’s name by the others, references to his being involved in or approving of the actions taken by those who met at Sport’s, served as the necessary predicate for Red’s inclusion in the conspiracy.

Once the listening device was in place, in the dark area of the boxing glove in the picture of Sugar Ray Robinson, behind Money’s booth, everything that was said there was transmitted to a Con Edison excavation in the street just outside the club. There, members of Becker’s squad, in yellow hard hat guise, together with a couple of real Con Ed men who knew what they were doing in the hole, came and went daily right under the feet of Money and the rest of the entourage. From the excavation, the conversations were re-transmitted by telephone line to a listening post at the D.E.A. wire room on Tenth Avenue.

Hardie, having seen the excavation while driving by Sport’s one evening, advised Money to have a cousin of one of the Brotherhood—a real Con Ed line man—go down into the excavation to be sure that it was a legitimate Con Edison job. The friendly Con Ed man reported that all seemed normal below the street. Which was true, since Michael Becker, as a further precaution, had persuaded Con Ed to actually rip out some of the old lines on Lenox Avenue and replace them with new ones. Since the existing lines dated back over eighty years and were going to be replaced soon anyway, the construction did not burden Con Ed unduly. Money’s Con Ed man did not detect the single telephone wire, encased in an entire bundle of other wires, which served as the conduit for the D.E.A.’s receivers to transmit information downtown.

At the D.E.A. offices, other members of Becker’s squad monitored and recorded every word uttered around the table at Sport’s for the entire life of the bug. They made logs, with notes of the time of each conversation, a capsule version of what was said, and identified each person who participated in the conversation by voice recognition and context. In addition, a camera secreted in one of the blinking yellow caution lights that surrounded the Con Ed excavation photographed everyone who entered or left the club.

To guard against the possibility that a camera was taking pictures of Sport’s from the Con Ed excavation, Hardie had instructed Money to have someone break into the caisson-like equipment wagon maintained at the job site regularly, just to make sure there was no surveillance equipment or cameras hidden there. Supervisor Becker, counter-anticipating such a move, ordered that no surveillance equipment be left at the site or in the caisson overnight.

Hardie told Dozier that the blinking yellow warning lights should be broken occasionally, by some purposely errant motorist, as a further precaution against cameras or microphones.

Anticipating this possibility, the D.E.A. changed the camera/blinker at the end of each day, taking the real camera blinker with them, replacing it with a standard blinker during the night hours.

At the trial, this chess game of anticipation, move, counter-move, and counter-counter-move was revealed in all its splendor through the testimony of Becker’s agents. Some of the human limitations of the D.E.A. investigation were also revealed by way of testimony that there were many days during which no photographs were taken because the blinker/ camera had been crushed by an inept motorist, requiring that a new camera be requisitioned through the D.E.A. supply office. With Government bureaucracy and budget constraints, it had taken some time and wheedling to replace the expensive miniature camera, during which hiatus, no photographs were available.

“Don’t act like what I’ve done was nothing,” Nichols said to Becker. “When I told you I’d go along with your investigation, you almost creamed your pants.”

“Let’s keep the party polite,” Becker frowned. “I agree, your information was certainly helpful.”

“And who’s been giving you information about stashes of currency that you and your people have seized? To the tune of a couple of million, so far. Who? And who knows where all that dough ends up?”

In addition to the information Nichols was supplying about trafficking and traffickers, Nichols’s information permitted Becker and his squad to make occasional seizures of large stashes of currency. Even though, in most instances, there were no arrests, these seizures were intended to hurt the Brotherhood in its pockets, slowing its ability to traffic. Also significant, the seized funds were split up amongst law enforcement agencies, the bulk going to Becker’s superiors in Washington—which, of course, didn’t hurt Becker’s stature in the D.E.A.

“Are you going to tell me about this new Russian drug route any time soon?” Becker asked.

“Red was supposed to be put away, right? That was part of the deal, right?”

“Your point?”

“Hey, forgive me that I’m unhappy. And it’s not just me, by the way. So is Taylor. Can you blame us? We’ve helped you accomplish what you wanted: getting Red into court—which you guys had never been able to do—and then into the Can. You’re in the process of disbanding the whole Brotherhood operation, which is all fine for you, but nothing has changed for me, or Taylor. And there’s no relief in sight. Now his lawyer’s got a freakin’ nose-bleed. And the trial is going to be delayed again. This thing is never going to end.”

“It’s almost over.” Becker said. “Just a few last twitches and spasms. By the way, I hope you haven’t been leading your boy Taylor down a primrose path. He’s as dirty as the soles of my shoes, and he’s got to pay for his sins, like everybody else. He may get a break with sentencing, but make sure he knows he’s going to be doing some time.”

“Nobody’s looking for a walk, man. If he got one, it’d make him look like a stool pigeon, anyway. I just told him you’re going to do something for him at the time of sentencing. You are, right?”

“What did I just say?”

“A low sentence.”

“I didn’t say a low sentence. A lower sentence, not a low sentence, wise guy. You’ll be better off when he’s off your back, anyway. He’s just a thug, a mug, even if he is your nephew or cousin or whatever.”

“Cousin. How do you expect me to keep him workin’ if I can’t tell him there’s a benefit in it for him at the end of the tunnel?”

Becker shrugged, then sipped his vodka. “Dineen’ll speak to the Judge at the right time. That means, at sentence. Remember, Taylor is absolutely, positively, no way in Hades, going to get a walk.”

“The problem is, the longer this thing goes on, the more possible it is that these guys will catch on to what’s been going down. They’ll figure it out one of these days. And when they do, these guys can get nasty, Red and Money, especially Red.”

“Why especially Red? Red isn’t a thug. It’s Money who’s the dangerous one.”

“Without Red, Money is a shuffling nigger. He has to have someone tell him what to do.” Becker shrugged, indicating some agreement. “That’s why Red should be offed.”

“Offed? Did you say offed? Offed? Are you actually saying you want someone to kill him? Have you gone off your rocking-chair?”

“Now that you mention it, that sounds like a great idea,” said Nichols.

Becker grimaced. “What you think sounds great doesn’t matter a tinker’s dam. We’re not killers, okay. We enforce the law, not break it. I’ve told you that before. I’m sure you’d like me to pop Red’s head off. Frankly, from a personal point of view, maybe I would, too. He’s scum. But that’s not what the D.E.A. is all about.”

“Jesus, get off the soap-box. You’re a goddam Supervisor because of me—”

“Because of you?”

“Hey, man, we’re both getting something out of this. You’re moving up, I’m getting out.” Becker studied Nichols as he spoke. “And here I’m bringing you a whole new deal of Russian smugglers that’ll be even bigger than the Brotherhood.”

“You keep telling me I’m going to hear about this new Russian route, but I haven’t heard a thing yet.”

“First, I want an answer, Michael. Either we’ve got an arrangement or we don’t. ‘Cause if we don’t, there’s no reason for me to be giving you any more information. And I’m telling you, this one could really bring in some big arrests, big money stashes; Russia, man, Russia—that’s right up your alley—da?”

Becker was silent for a moment, focused on something beyond the railroad car in which they sat.

“I still don’t hear an answer. Are we working together or not?”

“We’re working together, okay? Now relax.” Becker poured more vodka in his glass and sat down in one of the armchairs near the window of the compartment. A wisp of a smile was on his lips. “You know, you never told me how you found this place to meet.”

Nichols poured himself some more champagne, then sat in another armchair facing Becker. “Red,” he said after he had taken a sip. “He was always fooling around, behind my aunt’s back. Which, of course, was the reason she threw him out in the end.”

“She lives somewhere in Pennsylvania now, right?” Becker said. “Married to a school teacher?”

“A high school principal,” said Nichols. “Right on the money, as usual.”

“That’s my job,” Becker shrugged, smiling.

“One of the errands I would run for Red was to bring some booze down here for him. He’d go with some guys to the Knick games, and then, afterwards, he’d have some chick meet him here on the train.”

“The train always left the station at the same time it does now?”

“Yeah, about two AM. But if you’re a passenger on the sleeper, they let you get on board about nine o’clock. You don’t have to wait till two in the morning to get on board to go to bed.”

“Makes sense. If you want to have a secret party, this is the place to have it. Nobody would ever think of looking for anyone down here. You’ve got to admire Red,” said Becker. “Smooth as silk.”

“Yeah,” Nichols said with a curl of his lips.

“Now tell me about Russia.” Becker flashed a quick smile. He looked at his watch. “It’s five after eleven.”

“Don’t try to make a fool out of me,” said Nichols. “You think you can just sit there, pass a couple of idle remarks, and sucker me out of the new information?”

“For Christmas sake. You’re going to get what you want. As soon as the trial is over. And the trial is almost over. They’ll be in the Can soon, all of them.”

“You’ve been saying that for weeks.”

“I can’t make the trial go any faster than it’s going,” said Becker.

“Red could be remanded.”

“Remanded? Do you even know what that means?” Becker studied Nichols.

“Don’t patronize me, Michael. Remand is where his bail’ll be revoked and he’ll be put in the Can for the remainder of the trial, right?”

Becker nodded.

“So, if he’s going to the Can anyway—that’s what you said all along, right?” Becker nodded. “Then what’s the big deal if he’s remanded a little earlier than anticipated?” asked Nichols. “No big deal, right? And I’d feel much safer. Taylor’d feel much safer. More relaxed. We could continue working for you with peace of mind.”

“Now you’re patronizing me.”

“Patronizing you about what? If Red is off the street a couple of days sooner, than later, what in hell is that to you? He’s going in anyway as soon as the trial is over. Isn’t that what you said?”

“That’ll get you to give me information about this new Russian route—if he’s remanded? You sure there is a new Russian route?” Becker studied Nichols.

Nichols nodded and smiled. “I’m sure. There are guys in Romania right this minute picking up heroin from Russia.”

“Romania, too. A new drug route. I can’t believe it.”

“Believe it.” It was Nichols’ turn to smile and nod

“If he’s remanded pending the conclusion of the trial, that’ll mean enough to you to give me the information I need to pursue these people?”

“Scouts honor,” said Nichols, putting up the Boy Scouts’ three-finger salute.

Michael Becker sat back, pensive, sipping his drink.

“You can think of something to get him remanded.” There was a knock on the compartment door. “Who is it?” Nichols called.

“Ginger,” came a feminine voice from the other side of the door. “And the girls.”

“They’re early,” Becker whispered, looking at his watch.

“You’re early,” Nichols said through the door.

“We got off work early,” said Ginger.

Becker made a shooing motion toward the door. “Get rid of them for a few minutes so I can get out of here.”

“Come back in a few minutes, babe. I’m busy for the moment.”

“Where’re we supposed to go?”

“Go play with the Conductor. There’s an extra hundred in it for you.”

“How long you need?”

Nichols looked at Becker. “Ten minutes,” whispered Becker.

“Fifteen minutes,” Nichols called through the door.

“Make it three hundred. There are three of us.”

“Yahoooo. Okay, okay. You got it.” High-heeled footsteps tapped away from the compartment.

“Sure you don’t want to stay? There are three trapeze artists.” Becker shook his head. Nichols shrugged. “If you get the sucker remanded,” Nichols said, leaning back in his chair, “I’d be ever so much more relaxed. I’d be able to give you news that I know would make you happy.”

“You want to come out in the open, tell the Judge that he’s threatening you? Taylor want to do that? Either of you want that?”

“Are you crazy? You think we’re crazy?”

“Since you’ve obviously given this a lot of thought, tell me the basis on which to have him remanded.”

“You can tell the Judge that you discovered Red’s life is in danger. That you got wind of a contract in the street on his head. He needs to be put inside for his own safety.”

Becker smiled at Nichols, then laughed. “You got this thing all figured out. You’re getting good at this game.”

“I’ve got a good teacher.”

Becker laughed. ‘You sure about what you’re talking about, Romania, Russia? A new route.”

“They’re bringing in kilos of heroin, every week; couriers, contacts, the whole nine yards.”

“I’d be very interested in that,” said Becker. He sipped his vodka. “I’d like to see something more, some action, in addition to the talk.”

“I’d like to see some action too,” said Nichols.

“Can you arrange for a meeting, undercover, of course, something, somebody real we can see?”

“Everything can be arranged,” said Nichols.

“When?”

“When is Red gonna be remanded?”

“I’ll do what I can,” said Becker.

“You can do it. I know you can. I’ll get you everything you want—information on the new route, surveillance, everything—the minute he’s in custody.”

Becker gave Nichols a sideward glance. “Let me out. I’ll go into the next car before your babes come back.”

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

Becker nodded. He opened the door, looked both ways, then, walking out into the corridor, turned toward the front of the train.


Semanon’s : July 14, 1929 : 5:10 P.M.

“HiyaPal,” Charlie Jones, the heavy-set, affable proprietor of Cafe Semanon said to Jack McCarthy, a smartly dressed stockbroker.

Semanon—which spelled ‘No Names’ backward—was a speakeasy in the basement of the Woolworth Building, the tallest building in the world. The Woolworth Building was located at 233 Broadway, just above the raging madness of Wall Street, and across the street from City Hall. To the side of the main entrance of the building was a small flower shop. Earlier, McCarthy entered the flower shop, nodded to the shopkeeper, then familiarly parted a curtain that led to the stock room. A small door between work benches in the stock room led to a narrow, stairway that wound itself down into a noisy, smoky, crowded after-work rendezvous of brokers, lawyers, politicians, secretaries, girlfriends, waiters, and Charlie Jones. A man with a moustache was playing an upright piano against one wall in the back.

“Usual?” the rosy-cheeked bartender with a red bowtie said over the heads of the two-deep crowd at the bar. The bartender was a policeman who pulled a night tour at City Hall after closing time at the Speak, which was fairly early since it was an after-work crowd. McCarthy nodded as he shook hands with Caesar Barra, one of the leading lights of New York’s criminal trial lawyers. Another stock broker, without breakingfrom his conversation with a blonde secretary, took a whiskey soda from the outstretched hand of the bartender, and passed it over the heads and between the shoulders of the smoking, chattering crowd, to McCarthy.

“How’d it go today?” Charlie Jones asked McCarthy, glancing toward the front of the Speak.

McCarthy winked one of his blue eyes. “Peachy, Charlie. The sky’s the limit.”

“You hear from His Honor, Charlie?” asked Maurice Dougherty, who was standing near the end of the bar, watching the stairway. Dougherty was the right hand of Jim Farrell, boss of Tammany Hall. “He was supposed to meet the Boss at five.” He nodded over his shoulder to the back booth where Boss Farrell was enjoying a cold beer.

“He oughta be here any minute. You know the Mayor,” said Charlie.

Dougherty nodded. “Everything okay, Charlie?” he said, not taking his eyes from the stairway.

“Everything’s peachy,” said Charlie. He liked the sound of that; he liked peaches, and sun, and summers. Nowadays, everything was summer and good things and stocks were going through the roof, even the roof of the Woolworth Building. Business was good, everybody was drinking. The sky, indeed, was the limit.


Alphabet City : June 18, 1996 : 10:25 P.M.

Manhattan, near Houston Street, on the extreme east side of the island, is an area that had long been treated to rejection and derision, its Avenues indifferently named by single letters of the alphabet for lack of sufficient interest or enthusiasm to coin names, an area which has long been forgotten or ignored, a mere addendum to the City, filled as it was, at first, with ignorant immigrants sleeping in the summer on the fire escapes of greasy tenements, thereafter with junkies falling down stairs. This was Alphabet City.

Janette Rouse, a small, thin, unkempt, black woman with a large square jaw—looking hardly more than a young girl—wandered in a semi-daze toward the corner of Avenue C and 2nd Street. Her baptismal name unknown or long forgotten by most, she was called, simply, Li’l Bit. She wore a dirty tee-shirt with the legend “Go For It” emblazoned in blue letters that swayed with the heave of her sagging bosom, jeans that had originally been slashed for stylish effect along the thighs, now additionally torn by wear and neglect, and sandals. Her feet were dirty to the point of white crustiness.

“Hey, Li’l Bit,” a man’s voice called from a doorway near the corner.

Li’l Bit stopped, studying the doorway. “Flaco?” she flickered a smile. “You got something for me, baby?” She swayed toward the doorway. “I am in nnn-eed.”

“I got something for you, baby. You got something for me?”

Li’l Bit’s eyes closed, her head heaving with a deep sigh. “I am out of bread, man. Just out. I don’t get my check until Thursday. What day is today anyway?”

“Your lucky day—maybe.”

“Give me something, and I’ll give you the money soon’s I get my check. On Thursday. Promise. I’m really busted,” she said, turning her empty pockets out.

“You fuckin’ think I’m crazy?” scoffed the man out of the shadows. “I’ll be kissing my ass goodbye before I get money from you.”

“I swear, man.” Li’l Bit swayed unsteadily. “I really need something.”

“Me, too, baby. I really need something, too.”

“I ain’t got money today, man,” Li’l Bit said hopelessly, her hands struggling to find her rear pockets.

“Come on. You got somethin’.”

“No, I don’t, man. I’m really busted.”

“Don’t put me on. You got somethin’ I like.”

Li’l Bit stood helpless, shaking her head. “Nothin’.”

“I know you do.”

“I don’t have nothin’, man,” Li’l Bit said emphatically, shaking her head, stamping a foot, turning in a circle.

“Hey, hey. Cool it, bitch. This street is full of snakes. Don’t bring no heat to me with your carrying on. I’ll kick your ass.”

“You give me something, you can kick my ass,” she murmured, defeated, shaking her head, her eyes closed.

The man’s hand reached out of the shadows and picked up the front of Li’l Bit’s tee-shirt. “You still got nice titties, Li’l Bit.”

“Let go my shirt, you slimy fuck.” She said, brushing her shirtfront down. ‘You not doing nothin’ for me, you don’t get no free looks.”

“Where’s your old man?”

“I don’t know. Out, around.”

“Yeah, for how long?” A police car rolled slowly along Avenue C. “Stand still,” said the man. Li’l Bit stood gazing foggily toward the blue and white car, following its progress northward. The silhouetted occupant of the passenger seat glanced at Li’l Bit for a moment.

“You goin’ give me something, or not,” Li’l Bit said, as the patrol car disappeared behind the corner building. She looked soulfully into the darkened doorway.

“You goin’ give me something?”

“I got to get home. My little daughter’s sleeping. I just come out to see what’s happening.”

“I’m happenin’ baby.” There was a deep snort from the darkened doorway. “Don’t tease me, you rotten bitch.” Another snort. “Want a snort, on me?” said the voice.

“Yeah, man, yeah?”

“Tit for tat, baby, tit for tat.”

Li’l Bit stepped into the darkness of the doorway grabbing at the little glassine bag in Flaco’s hand. “Hey, hey, don’t be greedy,” he said. “I’ll hold it.”

As Li’l Bit was inhaling one nostril’s worth of the white dream, Flaco’s hand slid under her tee-shirt, squeezing and rubbing her breasts.

A short Hispanic man with a thin moustache turned the corner from Avenue C and approached the doorway. One of his hands held a folded five dollar bill, “Ave Maria,” the newcomer exclaimed, jumping back from the two shadows in the doorway. “That you, Flaco?” he said, studying the figures in the dark.

“Cool it,” said Flaco, handing a small glassine bag to the newcomer, snaring the five dollar bill.

“Ai, Chico, I’m cool, man. I’m cool.” The man pocketed the bag, turning back toward the avenue, smirking as he walked away.

“That’s enough,” said Li’l Bit, brushing the man’s hand from under her tee-shirt.

“That’s nothin’,” said Flaco, pulling Li’l Bit close, pumping himself against one of her hips.

“Thas’ not enough for that. Where’s the rest?” protested Li’l Bit, pushing away from Flaco.

“Ai, Chica, come with me. I give you the rest,” said Flaco, pulling Li’l Bit by a wrist into the light of the street lamps. Flaco was very dark, tall, thin.

“You goin’ to give me the rest?” said Li’l Bit.

“You goin’ get all of it,” said Flaco. He pulled Li’l Bit toward the doorway of a deserted tenement. All the windows were covered with tin. The entrance door was covered with a sheet of plywood. He pushed the plywood a bit to the side, reaching inside to turn the doorknob.

“Who?” growled a voice from the dark top of a stairway inside the deserted building. It was Ruben, the worker who guarded the stash of drugs that was kept on the second floor of the building.

“Me, me” Flaco said.

“Who’s that wich you?”

“Mind your fucking job, man, okay?”

“You got a bitch wich you?”

“It ain’t got nothin’ to do with you,” said Flaco. He moved toward the back of the hallway, stepping over refuse and crunching broken glass beneath his feet as he did. He stopped near another plywood covered door that led to the back yard. He pushed Li’l Bit against the wall and began to grope for the buttons of her jeans.

“Give me,” she said, pushing his hands away from her pants.

“No, you give me,” the man said, handing her a glassine bag. Li’l Bit began to tear open one end of the bag as the man popped the buttons of her jeans. He pushed her pants and panties down together over her hips, twirling her around to face the wall.

Li’l Bit was snorting the powder hungrily as the man opened his fly and thrust himself up into her from behind, pumping eagerly.

“Easy, man, easy,” Li’l Bit cautioned, not wanting the precious white powder to spill.

“Hold on the wall, bitch, I’m riding you now, I’m riding you now … now … now …” He moaned, then whined, his pumping subsiding, standing on tip toes, his legs shaking, his breath heavy, holding onto her hips to steady himself. Li’l Bit oblivious to the activity behind her, stuck her tongue into the glassine bag, licking the residue of powder inside the bag.

The panel of plywood covering the front door of the tenement was pushed open roughly. “Hey, Flaco, what the fuck is going on? There are customers all over the place over here, looking for some shit,” called a man’s voice.

“Okay, Jefe, okay. I’ll be right there. Gotta go outside. That’s the boss,” Flaco moaned softly, his eyes still closed, his hands still on Li’l Bit’s hips. He took a deep breath, then pulled back from Li’l Bit quickly.

“Owww,” she complained, looking around at the shadow of Flaco.

Flaco was already walking toward the front entrance, pulling up the zipper of his fly, as Li’l bit finished the residue inside the glassine bag. She threw the spent bag to the floor, and began to hike up her panties.

“Hey, Li’l bitch,” called the sing-song voice of Ruben from the upper stairway. “I got sometiiing for you, too.”

“Who’s that?” said Li’l Bit.

“It’s me, Ruben. I got something for you.

“Yeah, what’s that?” said Li’l Bit to the darkness.

“It’s something you like, Li’l bitch.” The voice was coming down the stairs. A beam of a flashlight leaped over the bannister and shone on Li’l Bit. “Oh, Li’l bitch. Don’t pull up those panties. Let me see your pussy. Lookie, lookie what I got for you.” The flashlight beam was turned to the hand of the man descending the staircase. Two glassine bags of white powder danced in the flashlight beam. “Don’t move, Li’l bitch.” The beam of light was turned quickly to Li’l Bit’s crotch. “I’ll give you these two nice little bags if you don’t cover up that little pussy of yours.”

The ply-wood on the front door was pulled aside again. “Hey, Ruben,” called the boss. “Keep your mind on your job, hear? Li’l Bit, you in there? Get the fuck out here, leave my men alone.”

“I’m not doin’ nothing to them. They’s doin’ me.”

“Get the fuck out here.”

“Li’l Bit, I got a nice little bag for you. I come to see you at your place.”

“My kid is sleeping.”

“I like little kids, too, Li’l Bitch. I got two bags for a nice girl.”

“Two bags?” she said as she hiked up her pants, starting toward the front door.

“An’ a big, red cock.”

“Hey, Li’l Bit, get the fuck out my building,” the Boss called harshly from the entrance.

“I’m comin’. I’m comin’.”

“Me, too,” said Ruben from the upper stairway. “I’m comin’. I’m comin’.” He was masturbating in the dark, thinking of Li’l Bit, her place, her kid, after his shift was over.


Greenwich Village : June 18, 1996 : 10:35 P.M.

Sandro lived in a converted brick carriage house on an old, cobble stoned alley on the west side of New York’s Greenwich Village. The front of the building had two large, central oak doors on long brass hinges. Behind these doors, sat the Testa Rossa. Two smaller, matching entrance doors with brass door-knockers were on either side of the center archway. Shiny, brass carriage lamps shone between. The door on the right led into a short corridor, which opened into a beamed, two-story cathedral ceiling living room with a stone fireplace on one side and a 12 foot window overlooking a garden at the rear. In the front section of the room, circular wooden stairs rose to an upper level, where there was a study, a bedroom, and a large bathroom. Although Sandro and Tatiana spent a great deal of time together, each maintained separate apartments. Tatiana’s apartment was in the Brighton Beach area, near Club Vasily.

Out in the garden, several flaming torches on white bamboo poles lit the night as five guests—who Sandro had invited after arriving back home this evening—sat around a table under a pergola covered with grape vines.

“Sandro, come on out, enjoy the party,” Vic Rosa, a lawyer friend of Sandro’s called. Rosa had been an Assistant United States Attorney in Brooklyn when Sandro first met him. Now he labored in a mid-sized corporate firm uptown. Angelo Marini, another person sitting at the table in the garden, also a lawyer, had often kidded Rosa that no one knew loneliness more than a lawyer working in a mid-sized, New York, Jewish law firm. Both Marini and Sandro were always importuning Rosa that he should practice law with Sandro, as a single practicioner; but Rosa needed the illusion of security provided by a larger firm with lots of people walking through the halls. Rosa’s wife, Jenna, sat beside him. Emma Galiber, the Senator’s wife—the Senator had planned to join the group for desert and champagne when he finished a fund-raiser in the Bronx—was next to Jenna.

“I am enjoying myself,” Sandro called back through the open archway that connected the large kitchen with the living room. A variety of copper pots and pans hung from a square rack over the center of a work island. “The pasta will be finished in a minute. Put that colander in the sink,” he said to Tatiana who was standing at the ready next to him. “Do they need more champagne out there?”

“All fine.” Tatiana wore white pants and a blazing red silk top which was covered with a bibbed apron. She removed a colander from the overhead rack and placed it in the sink.

“Will you two come out and join the guests,” said Angelo Marini, entering the kitchen with three Bellinis in his hands. He was about the same size as Sandro, with salt and pepper hair. He held out the champagne flutes. Tatiana took one for herself and one for Sandro. Marini and Sandro had attended high school, college, and part of law school together; Sandro dropped out of law school for three years while he raced Formula 2 in Europe. While Sandro had been abroad, Marini passed the Bar and joined the District Attorney’s Office in Brooklyn. His law career was cut short, however, when he inherited the small, exclusive restaurant in East Harlem that had become all the rage among the chichi New York crowd. Having inherited culinary enthusiasm from his mother, he now devoted his time to greeting the nightly crowds that arrived in shiny limousines that were parked outside the ancient tenements.

“If you weren’t such a cheap bastard, you would hire a cook,” said Marini, raising his champagne flute.

“I wanted to cook my speciality for Tatiana on her birthday.”

“It’s also your anniversary,” said Tatiana.

“… And my anniversary at the Bar,” added Sandro. “We hadn’t planned to be here, but hey—here we all are, and it’s great.” The three of them clinked glasses together.

The stove-timer sounded. “Everybody at their stations,” said Sandro with feigned urgence, putting down his glass, moving quickly to take the pot of boiling pasta from the stove. He emptied it into the colander, shook out the water, and emptied it back into the pot, pouring several pints of heavy cream on top.

“What are we making?” said Marini.

“Carbonara.” Sandro put the pot back over a low flame. He separated three eggs and dropped the yolks onto the pasta, mixing everything together with a wooden spoon.

“Let me do that,” said Tatiana, “while you have a drink with Angelo.”

“Happy birthday, Tatiana; happy anniversary, brother.” Marini put his arm around Sandro and kissed his cheek. “You know how long we know each other?” he asked Tatiana.

“A long time. Did you break the bacon?” Tatiana said to Sandro.

“Not yet. I’ll get it now.”

“You do the cheese,” Marini said to Tatiana, “I’ll do the bacon.” Marini took an apron from a peg on the wall. “Carbonara has to be served hot immediately, or it’s ruined. Are the plates warm?”

“Because you run that stinky hole-in-the-wall restaurant, you think you know how fine pasta has to be served?” said Sandro.

Marini gave Sandro a side-long glance. “I could cook carbonara for the Pope,” he said.

“What does he know, he’s Polish” They all laughed. “Ahh, just thinking about cooking in Italy, being in Italy, makes my soul ache,” said Sandro.

“If you weren’t so cheap, you would have taken Tatiana to Lago Como for her birthday, instead of the slightly less attractive Finger Lakes.”

Sandro glanced at Tatiana. “She has bad memories of Italy.”

“Ohh?”

“My mother died there.”

“I forgot. I’m sorry,” said Marini.

“It’s all right.”

In that incredible way that the human mind can skew instantly forward and backward through time and space, Tatiana’s mind now flashed through the moments after she, her mother, Inga, and her father, Vasily, fled down the stairs from their apartment into Prokophyeva Ulitza in Leningrad. Ironically, she now thought, rather than her parents giving her a thirteenth birthday party, the K.G.B. staged a raiding party, storming into their apartment just as she and her family were saying goodbye to Aunt Vlada and Uncle Boris. And now she was celebrating her birthday in America, with Sandro Luca and his friends. Tatiana now heard ringing. It was the phone in Sandro’s kitchen. Her flood of memories left her as she picked up the portable phone from the counter.

“Tell them nobody’s here,” said Marini.

“Hello?” said Tatiana. She listened. “It’s your answering service,” she said, handing the phone to Sandro.

“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Luca. I have a woman named Flor on the line,” said the operator. “She says it’s an emergency.”

“Can you patch us together?” he asked.

“One moment.” There was a pause. “Go ahead.”

“Hello, Sandro? This is Flor, Tony’s girlfriend.” Flor was affectionately known as the “cummad,” or girlfriend, of Tony “Balls” Spacavento, a client of Sandro’s. Tony Balls was a knock-around guy, and a close friend of Johnny G., the reputed head of the Gambino family. Tony Balls was part of ‘the life’, often referred to in the media as a “reputed Captain in the Gambino organized crime family”.

“Something wrong with Tony?”

Marini half-listened to Sandro’s conversation as he added copious amounts of cheese on top of the pasta as Tatiana continued to stir.

“It’s not Tony. It’s my son, Ray Ray. He was arrested early this morning,” said Flor. “I didn’t want to bother you. I didn’t even get a chance to tell Tony. He’s at home—you know—I can’t get in touch with him until he gets out of the house later. I thought they’d let him go, ‘cause he’s only a kid, and he’d be home by now. But now it’s a long time, and I’m worried about him in that stinking jail with all them perverts and punks. I hope you don’t mind I called you.”

“Not a problem. What was he arrested for?”

“They went to a dance, him and some friends, and you know how kids are—he’s only eighteen, nineteen—oooh, I’m gettin’ so old—they were driving, and a cop stopped them, and there was a marijuana roach in the car. He tells me it wasn’t his. It was just in the car. It’s not his car. He was just at a dance at Xavier.”

“Your son goes to Xavier?”

“I wanted to get him away from the neighborhood kids. I know you went there, too. Tony told me. I tell my son I want him to grow up and be a big-shot lawyer like you. What’s this going to do to him, Sandro?”

Marini was making signs to Sandro that the pasta was ready. Sandro pointed to the dishes that Tatiana had warmed in the oven.

“What time was he arrested?” said Sandro.

“About two-thirty this morning.”

“Don’t worry—he’ll be all right in the system. It takes about twenty-four hours to get through.” Sandro looked at the clock on the wall. It was 10:30. “When he gets to court, I’ll be there to get him out.”

“I don’t like to bother you, but I’m worried—you know how mothers are.”

“He’s probably a little scared right now, but that’ll be good for him. It’ll keep him from making the same mistake again.”

“Where should I go? I don’t even know where to go. Do I have to bring bail money or something?”

“There’s nothing for you to do at the moment. He won’t come up until after midnight. You won’t need any money; he’ll be released in his own recognizance—without bail. I’ll make some calls and find him. I’ll even call Tony and tell him.”

“No, don’t do that. He’ll be furious. He wants the kid to be so straight. He’s more strict with him than my ex.”

“What’s your son’s name?”

“Ray Ray—Raymond Guitierrez. He’s really a good kid.”

“Don’t worry. It’ll be all right. I’ll get him out. Tell him, if he calls you, that he’ll be out in a few hours. I’ll call you back.”

“Oh, God, tfianks, Sandro.”

“Give me your number. I’ll call you and let you know what’s happening.” Sandro wrote her telephone number on a pad and hung up the phone.

“Some dope gets himself in the slam is no reason for the pasta to get cold. Come on,” said Marini, carrying three plates of pasta out to the garden. Tatiana did the same. As Sandro emerged with more plates of pasta, greeted by cheers and applause, the phone rang again.

“Forget it,” said Marini.

Sandro put the plates down and hustled back to the kitchen.

“Sandro?” said Joe Galiber’s deep voice.

“What’s happening? Is whoever it was still hanging around?”

“I don’t think so. I can’t see anyone from my windows. I went downstairs and was looking around. I didn’t see them. Is Emma still there?”

“Yes. We’re just about to eat. If you hurry you can have some pasta.”

“I’ll go downstairs. If they’re gone, I’ll come down. Don’t wait for me. Tell Emma—don’t tell her about the tail. Just tell her I’ll be there in a bit.”

“If they’re still there,” said Sandro, “don’t worry about Emma. Angelo is going to the restaurant to count his money. He’ll drop her off. You want me to come up and meet you?”

“Not necessary. I didn’t do anything, and I’m sure as hell not about to run scared. I’ll take a look and give you a call back.”

Sandro went out to the garden and sat next to Tatiana. He told Emma that Joe was running late and would probably come down to pick her up in a little bit. Not knowing what Sandro and the Senator had discussed, she looked somewhat miffed. “He’s having a little problem,” Sandro added. “He’ll explain when he gets here.”

“A problem? What kind of problem? You’d better explain now,” said Emma, rising. She and Sandro walked into the kitchen where Sandro explained what he had spoken about with Joe. Emma nodded and said she wanted to leave immediately to go to meet Joe.

“Let’s wait to hear from him again. He said he would call shortly to see if it was for real or if he was being paranoid,” said Sandro. “No sense getting upset over what may turn out to be nothing.”

Reluctantly, Emma agreed and returned to the table, anxious and impatient.

Champagne flowed, the pasta was terrific, there was a great deal of laughter, and many toasts. Even Emma began to relax as she waited for Joe to call. Marini insisted that he prepare the salad for everyone.

“I’ll help clear,” said Sandro.

“Will you sit and relax,” said Marini, rising.

“I have to call the courthouse anyway.” Just as he stood, the phone rang.

“That damn phone of yours,” said Marini.

Sandro picked up the phone. It was the Senator. “There’s nobody here. I’m on my way,” he said.

“Emma’ll be relieved.”

“Don’t wait supper for me. I’ll catch up when I get there.”

Sandro put down the phone and searched through a phonebook he took from a kitchen drawer. He dialed a number. The phone on the other end rang many times. Finally someone picked up.

“Clerk’s office,” said a man’s voice.

“Clarence there?”

“Whose calling?”

“Sandro Luca, a friend of his.”

“I’ll see if he’s around.”

Sandro waited, listening to the sounds of far off voices, phones ringing, drawers opening or closing.

“Sandro?” said a man.

“Hey, Clarence. How are you?” Clarence was the night Supervising Clerk of Criminal Court.

“Good, thanks. You have someone here?”

“Yeah, a kid named Ramon Guitierrez. He was arrested about two-thirty this morning. How long is it taking for them to come up?”

“It’s a light night for some reason. We’re averaging about twenty hours.”

All arrests in Manhattan, from public urinating to murder, were initially processed through the Criminal Court. Day and night, twenty-four hours a day, three-hundred and sixty-five days a year, the system kept devouring, digesting, and regurgitating the bodies. Not many years back, fingerprints were hand sorted at the Bureau of Criminal Identification, in the basement of Police Headquarters on Centre and Grand Streets. Despite the manual sorting, a defendant arrested in the morning, would be arraigned by early afternoon. After the world became computerized, with fingerprints sorted electronically in Albany, the arrest process stretched out to forty eight then to seventy two hours. Detainees were stacked like cord wood in Central Booking, in every police precinct cage around the city, as the system waited for fingerprints. Finally, the Court of Appeals had ruled that detainees had to be processed within twenty-four hours, or summarily released, and somehow the system began to work more quickly.

“You think you could find an arrest number for me, and let me know when you think he might come up?” asked Sandro.

“Let me look at the computer. How do you spell his name?”

Sandro spelled ‘Guitierrez’. “Yeah, here it is. Arrest number 134566. Arrested about two-thirty this morning.”

“That’s the one.”

“Yeah, we’ve got him. You coming in?”

“Yes. Could you drop a Notice of Appearance on the desk for me, in case he comes up early?”

“For you, my man, all things can be done.”

“Black, right?” Sandro said, remembering that Clarence liked Johnny Walker Black Label Scotch.

“That’s not necessary,” said Clarence.

“Yes, it is,” said Sandro.

“You’re the best. Call me back in about half an hour.”

“Perfect.”

“You have to go to court?” Marini asked as Sandro put down the phone. The salad was ready.

“Later,” he replied, dialing the number he had written on the pad beside the phone. “Flor?”

“Is Ray Ray okay? What’s happening? I’m on pins and needles.”

“Everything’s okay. He should come up before midnight.”

“So long? My God. Where should I go?”

“To bed. There’s nothing you can do, and I’ll get him out.”

“I can’t go to bed. I’m too nervous. I spoke to Tony, he called me. He said he was going to be around the club—probably the game. You know how he is—so he said he’d meet me. Tell me where and when. Ray Ray’ll want to see a friendly face.”

“One-hundred Centre Street.”

“That’s right downtown there?”

“Exactly.”

“What time?”

“Just to be sure, around eleven.”

“Thanks, Sandro.”

After everyone had finished their pasta and salad, Senator Galiber arrived. Marini brought out a cake with an array of lighted candles on top. Every one sang “Happy Birthday” to Tatiana, “Happy Anniversary” to Sandro, and the two of them blew out the candles together. Another bottle of chilled champagne was opened, and more toasts were made. After bidding their guests good-night, Sandro and Tatiana took a cab—the Ferrari wasn’t for mere transportation—to the Criminal Courts Building.

At 100 Centre Street, Sandro brought Tatiana to the Arraignments courtroom where she sat on a bench near the front. He told her she would be able to watch the entire city pass before her eyes while he went to the holding cells to find Ray Guitierrez. The detention area, in the basement, on the north side of the courthouse, was called Central Booking, the place where every arrestee in Manhattan was brought to await arraignment.

“Guitierrez,” Sandro shouted as he stood in the center of a wide corridor between many large cells each holding at least thirty prisoners. Some of the prisoners were on the floor, others were leaning against the walls, most of them were in a state of terminal drowsiness.

“Hey, here I am. I’m your client,” a black prisoner shouted.

“Yo,” called a voice from another cell. A young man with long, dark hair, an open shirt revealing a thick gold chain around his neck, came up to the bars.

“Raymond Guitierrez?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m Sandro Luca. Tony’s lawyer.”

Other prisoners were milling around in a semi-circle, curious, listening.

“You wanna give us a break or what?” Guitierrez said, turning to glare at the other prisoners.

“Yeah, big man,” said a large black man in tattered clothes, without shoes. “You lucky your feet too small.”

“Yeah, really.” Guitierrez stared at him.

The black man moved back into the crowd of prisoners.

The young man reached through the bars to shake Sandro’s hand. “How long before I get out of this rat-trap?”

“An hour or so.”

“Anything I have to do, besides say ‘not guilty’?”

“I don’t think we’ll even get that far. You ever been arrested before?”

“I had a Y.O. a few years back. Selling fireworks.”

“Youthful Offender? For selling fireworks?”

“It was a truckload, a big truckload. It belonged to somebody else, you know? But seeing how I was a kid and they’d give me a Y.O., I took the heat for the whole load.”

Sandro nodded. “I’ll go upstairs, see if I can speed things up.”

“Great. The room service here sucks.”

Very nice young man, Sandro thought to himself as he made his way up the steel staircase toward the courtroom. He thought about Flor wanting her son to be a lawyer. Probably save his family from having to pay fees to get him out of jail.

“Sandro,” Tony Balls exploded loudly from the middle of the lobby. The sobriquet derived from Tony Balls’ brazen, outspoken ways. In a sense, Tony Balls was flamboyance, personified. He was tall, thick of frame and face, with alert eyes, rough voice, manicured finger-nails; his hair was stylized, parted on the side, and combed up over the top to cover his baldness. His clothes were loud, making the same statement as everything else about Tony Balls: Here I am! So What?

In a sense, Tony Balls was a dinosaur, a throwback to an era when large men roamed the earth, men who were known as ‘wise guys’, ‘the boys’, ‘the Syndicate’, the ‘Mafia’. Those men stood on top of the crime world, keeping everything in order with military structure and discipline, containing under man-hole covers beneath their feet, all dis-organized, sleazy, penny-ante criminality. In turn, the authorities kept constant tabs on the giants of the underworld: they knew who the wise guys’ wives were, their children, their girlfriends, their meetings, their associates, their activities; they even knew what days they met their girlfriends, what they liked to drink. The world was in order then. There was an efficacy to Organized Crime; it kept its collective eyes on riff-raff criminals, kept them in their place, and the Government, in turn, kept their eyes on its members, careful that they did not overstep the invisible chalk-mark. Occasionally, examples had to be set for brazen violations, of course, but all-in-all, everyone knew his place under the sun. The world was relatively peaceful.

Then, an unnatural cataclysm occurred, a rash of prosecutions spearheaded by Gaspar Mastrangelo, a ruthlessly ambitious U.S. Attorney, a mean-spirited, obsessive compulsive, whose father had been ‘half-a-wise-guy’, who had an overwhelming need to bend over backward to “clean up the streets”. All the ‘boys’, particularly the leaders, were rounded up and prosecuted. The prosecutions succeeded up to a point: John Gotti was convicted and given ‘life’ for conspiring to kill Big Paul Castellano in order to take over the Gambino crime family; ‘Fat Tony’ Salerno was given fifty years, which, because of his age, was, to all intents and purposes, life; Junior Persico of the Colombos was in the Can as well; so was Vic Amuso of the Luccheses. The media reported that the Genoveses were ruled by an incompetent who roamed the streets in pajamas and bathrobe, too addled to be put on trial.

By blowing the megaliths off the manhole covers that contained the cesspool of disorganized crime, law enforcement could no longer count on criminals to act with any semblance of order. Now, hordes of unknown and unorganized criminals oozed out of every sewer: Albanians, Asians, Russians, Pakistani, Uzbekestani, Ukraini—law enforcement couldn’t name them all, much less know anything about them. These new world criminals committed depredations and disappeared faster than officials could pronounce their names.

When Tony Balls returned from his seven year stint at F.C.I. Lewisburg, he found himself in a disorganized world. Nothing was the same. There was no crew to speak of left in the streets. He was outside now; his ‘friends’ were all in. There were no easy pickings. There were no friends to hang around with all day. What’s more, he was broke. If it weren’t that his wife and kid were working—Christ! his wife working. An infamia. And, what was worse, there was no respect from the suckers in the street. Working stiffs and shop-keepers didn’t run, jump, stumble at the sound of his footsteps. The world was very different, and Tony was struggling, trying to revive, or at least, relive it the way it was.

Flor, Tony’s cummad—Hispanic, with jet-black hair, bright red lips, loud pants suit—was standing next to him in the lobby of the Criminal Courts Building. During the years Flor had been with him, through meeting her family and friends, Tony Balls had learned to speak Spanish creditably. Tony Balls hugged Sandro, kissing his cheek.

“I’ll be right with you,” Sandro said to Tony Balls and Flor. “My friend Tatiana is inside.” Sandro walked to the courtroom and signaled to Tatiana. She came out to the corridor, and the two of them joined Tony Balls and Flor.

“Tatiana, meet Tony and Flor,” Sandro said,

“Glad to know you,” Tony Balls said, smiling. “Tatiana? What a name. Beaut-aful, right, Flor?”

“Beaut-aful. Is that Russian?”

“Yes.”

“I bet you’re Russian, right?” Flor laughed.

“What a brain you got, Flor,” Tony Balls laughed loudly. “You think I stay out of trouble for nothing, Counselor? With Flor and you thinking for me, I got it made.” He laughed exuberantly. “You know this guy’s the best, right?” Tony Balls said to Tatiana.

“I think that he is,” she said.

“You shoulda’ seen him in my case. His summation at the end was three and a half hours. Three and a half hours! When he was finished, he collapsed on the table in the courtroom.” Tony Balls not only expounded but also demonstrated, putting his head down on the empty circular information desk in the center of the lobby. “When the Judge asked the D.A. if he was ready to sum up, he said, Your Honor, this guy is so convincing, I have no Summation’. You remember, Sandro?” Sandro shook his head, bemused. “The jury told the Judge,” Tony Balls continued “I’m the only guy that got a standing acquittal. When the Judge wanted to send the jury out to talk about the case, the jury just stood up in the box and told the Judge we have a verdict already, Judge. He said: ‘What? You can’t do that. You have to go out and come back’. So they went to the jury room, turned right around, and said ‘Not Guilty’. Right, Sandro?”

“Except for the acquittal, I hardly recognize the case,” Sandro said. “In the first place, I couldn’t talk for three and a half hours.”

Tony Balls burst with laughter, filling the capacious vault of the lobby. He put his arm around Sandro’s shoulders. “What’s going to happen with the kid?”

“He’ll be R.O.R.’d—”

“That’s what you said,” said Flor, “released—?”

“In his own recognizance—without bail,” said Sandro. “And that’s it. He’ll go home with you.”

“Thank God. Can you get to see him? Give him these.” Flor handed Sandro a package of cigarettes.

“I just saw him. He’s fine. They don’t allow smoking in there.”

“My God, he must be climbing the walls without his cigarettes.”

“He okay with all those mutts down there?” said Tony Balls.

“He seemed to be doing just fine. Clarence,” Sandro called, seeing a man walking through the lobby toward the Clerk’s office. “Excuse me a minute.”

“Hello, Sandro.” The two shook hands.

“Do you think you can get this kid up so I can get the case called and get out of here?”

“Yeah, sure. What’s his name again?”

“Guitierrez, Raymond.”

Clarence made a note on a small piece of paper he took from his pocket. “I’ll have somebody bring him up.”

“I’ll be back to see you tomorrow. What time do you get here?”

“I usually get here about four-forty, quarter to five.”

“I’ll see you then.”

“That’ll be great, just in time for the weekend.” They both laughed. Clarence went into his office. Sandro rejoined Tony Balls, Flor, and Tatiana. “Let’s go into the courtroom,” he said. “Raymond’s case will be called in a few minutes.”

“Then we’ll all go over to Ferrara’s and have a cannoli,” Tony Balls said loudly, laughing.

“I can’t wait for Ray Ray to be a lawyer,” said Flor as they walked toward the courtroom, “going to trial, doin’ all those things lawyers do.”

“That will be a wonderful accomplishment,” said Sandro. Tony Balls opened the door to the courtroom.


Alphabet City : June 19, 1996 : 1:58 A.M.

Spinning red, white, and yellow strobe lights flashed from the roofs of a phalanx of police cars and ambulances, pulsing into the darkness of Alphabet City. Images were freeze-framed in the background of rotting tenements: figures in doorways cringing away from the commotion; tattered scavengers bent into garbage cans; sleepy-faced women in nightgowns, men in tee-shirts, leaning on window sills. Police radio transmissions squawked through scores of portable radios simultaneously.

“What the fuck’s going on, man?” mumbled a skinny unshaven black man from a doorway across from the center of the activity.

A second man—wide eyed, hands thrust down into his pants pockets—stood in the same doorway, shivering, as his unblinking, rapidly shifting eyes followed the gurney that was being rolled toward an open ambulance.

“Hey, hey,” the skinny black man called to a policeman a few feet away. “What’s happening, man?”

The policeman gave the black man a hard look and turned back toward the ambulance.

“Fuckin’ pig,” the skinny one muttered.

“What did you say, scumbag?” snarled the cop, turning quickly.

“Nothing, man, nothing.”

“Better not.” The cop turned again toward the ambulance.

“Fuckin’ pig,” the skinny man muttered more softly.

The other man began to shudder uncontrollably. “I’m getting the fuck away from you.” The other man moved rapidly to another doorway. “Sick fuck!” he called back toward the doorway.

A knot of policemen surrounded the back of the open ambulance as the E.M.S. attendants lifted the gurney. A small, dark figure lay inert, almost lost, on the expanse of white sheet, almost too small for the securing straps to hold.

“Hold it a second,” called out a voice from a Channel 7 camera crew on the sidewalk. “Bullshit,” said a grim-faced female E.M.S. attendant. She jerked her head to the side, directing several police officers out of the way as she pushed the gurney to the edge of the ambulance. The front legs of the gurney folded under as it slid inside.

“Hey, hey, officer lady, who’s that?” said a man from another doorway to a short female police officer who was speaking into a hand-held radio. The police officer’s belt bristled with new and shiny equipment: flashlight, baton, memo book, cuff caddie, cartridge clip holders.

“Move it,” a police sergeant, seated in the passenger seat of an RMP (Radio Motor Patrol) car barked toward the doorway. The female officer with the radio slid into the driver’s seat of the RMP.

“What did I do? I only asked girlie a question.”

“Get the fuck out of here,” the Sergeant snapped, his lips thin and angry, as he began to open the door of his RMP.

“I’m outta here,” said the man, scurrying into the darkness. The Sergeant’s face soured with disgust. He said something to the female driver, as his eyes turned toward the flare of lights from a camera crew standing a few yards closer to Avenue C.

John Deutzman, from Channel 5 News, bathed in the flood lights, spoke into a hand held microphone. “The quick brown fox, etc. etc. Do you have a level yet, Mort?” he said to his cameraman.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” said the cameraman.

“The scene here is grim,” Deutzman said into his microphone. A little red light above the camera lens was flashing. “The all too familiar and horrifying story of a little girl, a baby really, Desdemona Rouse, three years old, burned, tortured, raped, and dead. The child’s mother, Hettie Rouse, known in the run down confines of this neighborhood as Li’l Bit, along with her male companion, Ruben Alvarado, are being held for murder in the second degree. They are part of the other all too familiar scene in this neighborhood—the drug scene. The mother and her boyfriend are both reported by the authorities to be drug addicts. Last night, the child’s screams, which were routinely ignored in the building across the street from where I’m standing, became unbearable, and someone finally called the police. When they arrived, the police found little Desdie, lifeless, burned with cigarettes, raped …”

“Here she is, here she is,” called a voice from beside the camera. In mid-sentence, the reporter, the camera and the lights quickly turned toward a cordon of policemen, now surrounding Li’l Bit, as she was moved from the tenement toward a patrol car.

“Hold it, hold it,” called someone from another camera crew.

“Come on, give us a break. Hold it,” pleaded someone from yet another crew.

A policeman put his hand on Hettie’s head to guide it under the door-frame as she was placed into the backseat of the RMP. The lights of several camera crews flared against the closed windows, lighting the interior of the patrol car to a searing white.

“Hettie, Hettie,” a reporter called to the closed windows. “Anything to say to Channel 7?”

“What happened in there tonight, Li’l Bit?”

“How long was she dead, Hettie?”

“We have reports you held Desdie while Ruben raped her. Is that true?” another voice called.

“You did it for a fix?” added another voice. “Is that true?”

Inside the vehicle, Hettie Rouse, in her dirty tee-shirt stared straight ahead, never turning, not even blinking at the clamor outside the police car.

“Not ten fucking cents of emotion,” growled one of the policemen on the sidewalk, glaring into the vehicle.

The RMP’s siren began to wail as the vehicle moved slowly forward through the crowd.

Another figure, bent forward from the waist, apparently a man with a windbreaker pulled up over his head, now emerged, being dragged, half-carried, by two policemen from the same tenement building. Skinny arms stuck out of a soiled tee-shirt beneath the windbreaker. The figure wore no shoes.

The voices of the media rose to a crescendo, shouting requests and questions at the draped figure in the clutch of officers.

The police quickly placed the individual now identified unofficially as Ruben Alvarado into the back of a patrol car. Immediately, the siren of the second RMP began to wail, the RMP pushing forward through the pack of gathered reporters and cameras. The RMP reached the Avenue, turned, and disappeared into the enveloping darkness.

The din that had colored and bounced from the faces of the brick tenements began to diminish as emergency vehicles left the scene, one by one. The buzz of voices soon disappeared altogether, and dark figures stole back into the dark doorways of the night.


Woolworth Tower : June 19, 1996 : 8:25 A.M.

Sandro’s offices were near the top of the Woolworth Building. Though far smaller than today’s behemoths, from 1913 to 1930, the Woolworth Building was the tallest man made wonder of the world. At the level of Sandro’s offices, encircling the four sides of the tower, was a balcony from which a kaleidoscopic quilt of the City stretched to the horizon: tall buildings rising from a background of surrounding, low, red brick patches; industrial complexes wafting smoke from tall, needle-thin smoke stacks; expressways on which steady ribbons of cars and trucks, their windshields reflecting the morning sun, twisted across the surface; massive suspension bridges in the distance spanning shimmering rivers; herringbone patterns behind tugboats pulling barges, their prows billowing sparkling water in the rivers; the unused parachute jump, like a miniature Eiffel Tower, at the far edge of the sea in Coney Island.

Sandro stood in a glass-enclosed area of the balcony, directly outside his personal office. Rattan couches and light-colored, flower upholstered chairs interspersed between small palm trees and tropical plants, gave the enclosed area an island-like atmosphere. Against one wall stood a rattan bar with palm leaf roof, stocked with bottles of liquor, a running water tap, and an ice maker. From the edge of the bar, drinking orange juice, Sandro watched a tug, pushing through water that danced exuberandy ahead of it, speed on the tide toward Manhattan.

Farther out, the Statue of Liberty held aloft her gilded torch, resolute and determined to outlast the sparkling sun that shone through a cloudless azure morning. At night, the City was thousands—tens of thousands—of street lights, headlights, lit office windows shining into the dark, punctuated by strobe flashes from helicopters coursing over the rivers. Through it all, Liberty knew, in the mantle of night, she would again reign supreme over the most splendid city in the world.

Sandro had arrived at the office at seven-thirty this morning. He hadn’t had a very restful night; his mind was roiled by thoughts of Judge Ellis, his lost holiday week-end, Red Hardie and his case, someone following Joe Galiber around last night, and drilling one of the tail lamps of the Senator’s beautiful Cadillac.

At ten minutes to nine, Connie, Sandro’s secretary, arrived. “Good morning,” she said, coming to his door. “Sorry about your vacation.”

Sandro shrugged.

“You know there’s a couple out in the waiting area?”

“No. Who are they?”

“A Spanish man and woman. Their name is Quesada, something like that. The husband said they were referred by a friend. The police found a large sum of money in their closet last night, in a valise—God forbid such a thing should happen to me.”

“Bring them in,” said Sandro, putting on his jacket and walking behind his desk. Some of his fellow criminal lawyers would handle theft, assault, robbery, even homicide, but drew some intellectual line at drug-related cases or cash seizures resulting from drugs. Sandro was still looking for the section in the Constitution which provided fair trial for some crimes, but not for others.

Connie led in a neatly dressed, short woman, with dark hair. The man was also short, with slicked, dark hair. The man sat in the wing chair across from Sandro’s desk; the woman on the couch.

“What’s the difficulty?” Sandro knew that people didn’t come to his office for sociability or bearing good news.

“The police came to my house, yesterday, in the early evening,” said the man. He spoke English fairly well, although with a distinct Spanish accent. “We were all home—me, my wife and two kids. They said they had a pizza. Then, when my wife opened the door to tell them we didn’t order pizza, they pushed in. They said they wanted to look around. If I refused, they said they’d go to a judge and get a paper.”

“Were they in uniform?”

“They had badges and jackets with big yellow letters—D.E.A.”

“You submitted to their authority?”

The man shrugged. “I don’t know—my wife opened the door. They pushed in. They took a Yankee duffle bag from my closet. They said it was filled with money.”

“Was it?” said Sandro.

“Sure.”

“How much was in there?”

“Two-million-four-hundred,” said the man.

“Any drugs, guns, anything like that?”

“No! We have nothing to do with drugs.”

Sandro nodded. “Did they give you a receipt?”

“They give me something.” He turned to his wife. She opened her purse, rummaged around, shrugged, and said something in Spanish. “We must have left it home. I told my wife to take it.”

“That’s all right. Next time. Was anyone arrested?” said Sandro.

“They took me down to the—to their office. They took my picture and fingers, you know? They kept the Yankee bag with the money. Can they come into my house, just like that? Go through everything, all the closets?”

“They can’t, unless they have a warrant. Did they show you a warrant, a piece of paper saying that a Judge gave them permission to come into your house?”

He shook his head. “They said they would get one, that they’d wait a few hours in my house. I didn’t want them in my house. My kids were crying.”

“They’ll say you consented.”

“They come in just like that—” he made a pushing motion, “—right into the apartment. They knew just what they was looking for.”

“Who recommended you to me?”

“Adalberto, The Whale.”

“From Cali?” asked Sandro.

The man nodded. “I called him from the phone booth on the corner. He said we should come to you.”

“I’ll need that piece of paper the police gave you, so that you can claim the money back.”

“How can I claim that money? I told them we don’t know nothing about the money, that some guy in a bar asked me to take some money, said he’d give me something. How come they come to my apartment looking for money?”

“An informante, somebody who gave them information,” said Sandro.

“That must be so. I’m sure they don’t just go to every door, searching every apartment, do they?”

“No. Someone gave the police information. They just want to seize the money. Sometimes I can get a portion of the money back, because the police, if you bring a claim for the money they seize, prefer to give some of it back, rather than give the name of the informante.”

“I hope so. They, them, you know, the ones in Cali, they know my family and everything. We are responsible for the money until it is paid back. It is a very dangerous thing for us, for my family, now. Do I have to bring the claim?”

“You were the one the money was taken from. So you have to be the one to make the claim.”

The man explained to his wife in Spanish what Sandro said. She looked worried, and said something to him. “We have no green cards, we’re illegal,” he said. “Does that make a problem?”

Sandro shook his head. “Not really.” He looked at the small clock by the window. He had to be in court with Judge Ellis soon. “I should be able to do something for you. But I can’t do anything without the piece of paper they gave you. When can you bring it to me?”

“I have to go to work. I work in a kitchen in a restaurant, uptown. Can I bring it tomorrow before I go to work. Is that soon enough?”

“Fine.” Sandro rose and reached out to shake the man’s hand, then his wife’s. Spanish women are unaccustomed to shaking a man’s hand, and their fingers are always limp, lifeless. Glancing out the window, Sandro could see a ferry in the river, approaching from Staten Island, bringing commuters to work. Working stiffs, going to make four or five hundred for the week’s work, twenty-five thousand for the year. If they ever saw two million in cash, in one place, they’d faint.

As Sandro stepped out of the elevator into the lobby of the building he saw Stan Jones, a reporter from the New York Post, leaning against a wall. He was looking upward, studying the mosaics on the vaulted ceiling of the lobby. Jones was young, clean-cut, and wore a little gold ball earring in his left ear.

“You on the architectural beat these days?” Sandro asked.

“Just waiting for you, brother. The courthouse is crawling with media people waiting for you. I figured I could catch you over here and walk you to the gallows.”

“My pleasure—the walk, that is.”

“What do you think is going to happen?” He followed Sandro through the revolving door that emptied onto Broadway. ‘You going to get sucked back into Hardie’s case?”

“I hope not. That doesn’t mean I won’t.” They crossed Broadway and began through City Hall Park.

“Can I get an interview with Hardie? You can approve the questions in advance.”

“I won’t let him talk about the case.”

“I’m thinking I could do a feature about his elegant life-style—travel, cars, yachts, island resorts, women. The public will eat that stuff right up.”

“Now that you mention it, the answer is no!” said Sandro “You’d be confirming the case the Government is pitching to the jury—right out of Hardie’s own mouth.”Jones was disappointed. “But I’ve got a different terrific story for you about big dough, if you want it.” Sandro and Jones walked behind City Hall toward the Municipal Building. “You want a different terrific story?”

“Does the Pope shit in the woods?”

“A Spanish couple just came to see me. They had two million dollars seized from their apartment yesterday, probably by the D.E.A.”

“Nice bunch of change. What’d they arrest them for?”

“That’s the story. There was no arrest. The authorities aren’t interested in arresting people. Just seizing money, taking their pictures for posterity, nothing else.”

“You kidding?”

“Been happening a lot lately,” said Sandro. “The police, the D.E.A., get some slob by the short hairs and persuade him they’ll do something for him in exchange for information. Sometimes they get information about drug activity, sometimes just about a stash of money. In order to protect the identity of this guy, or gal, whoever gave them the information, they rush in, seize the money, but don’t make any arrests. Usually, the people from whom they take the money don’t make a squawk, either because they know it’s dirty money, or because they’re illegal, or just plain scared, so there are no court proceedings, and the cops don’t have to reveal the identity of the informant, so he can keep working.”

“They let the people, the ones who had the dough, go, just like that?”

“Just like that.”

“What happens to the money?” asked Jones.

“The Government, D.E.A., local authorities—they all get a bite. They whack it up and keep it.”

“Keep it?”

“Absolutely. Most of the time they voucher the money. Sometimes, they don’t. Then afterward, when nobody makes a claim for it, the U.S. Attorney or the D.A. bring an action to forfeit it. Usually, about ten or fifteen percent of it goes south in the counting process. I don’t know if the case agents glom it for themselves, or they give some of it to the person who fed them the information—”

“—Or both.”

“—Or both. Then, the reduced amount is forfeited to the Government; part is distributed to local law enforcement agencies, the prosecutor’s office, the D.E.A., and the rest must go to Washington.”

“How often does this happen?”

“I have four cases just like it right now,” said Sandro. “If you take the whole country into consideration, we’re talking millions upon millions each year.”

“About ten percent of the money goes south, you say?”

“More or less.”

“You figure the cops are pocketing it?” said Jones.

“I don’t figure anything. That’s your job. I’m just giving you the ball to run with.”

“There’s a lot of money in the drug business. You read the story I wrote about a month ago, about currency?” asked Jones.

“I don’t think so.”

“Every citizen’s pocket and purse in the United States—yours, mine—right now, has twenties, tens, with traces of cocaine on them. Every single one.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“It’s true. We did a test before we did the story. Asked some public officials to experiment. We did it with the Mayor the other day. Had a twenty in his pocket that had traces of cocaine. You ask me, this war on drugs is bullshit, brother. I think drugs are getting bigger all the time, not smaller. Rockefeller Laws are a lot of bullshit, too. Do more harm than good, if you ask me.”

In the Seventies, under Governor Nelson Rockefeller, New York State enacted draconian laws, which mandated substantial sentences in drug cases. All that had been accomplished by the Rockefeller Laws was that the jails were filled with people who refused to plead guilty to the harsh minimum sentences.

“One of the judges in the courthouse, when I was doing that currency experiment,” said Jones, “started bitching and moaning about buy and bust cases. Give me a good old homicide, he said. They just give me these Mickey Mouse drug cases, with dumb-ass punks I have to send to jail for life. Except, of course, for cases like the Brotherhood, but that’s a different ball game of a case.”

“You want another great story?” asked Sandro. “Write about Senator Galiber’s bill to legalize drugs, and how the traffickers would disappear overnight, like the bootleggers did after Prohibition was repealed.”

“You know, it’s funny. A lot, maybe not a lot, but more people in high places are jumping on that bandwagon,” said Jones. “Even some of the Federal Judges. Judge Sweet said he wouldn’t handle any more drug cases, that drugs ought to be legalized.”

“You cover the courthouse beat. When was the last case you heard of anyone being charged with trafficking in illegal booze, or drinking illegal booze?”

“Never once in my entire life. Is there still such a thing?”

“I guess there’s still a law. But nobody has to use it. When they legalized booze, bootlegging disappeared. Legalize drugs, trafficking’ll disappear, same way.”

“You know Galiber personally?” said Jones.

“I helped him put the bill together,” said Sandro.

“If he’d be willing to do an interview, maybe I could put together an article. It’d be outrageous—right on the money—but still outrageous. Can you give me more about those cases where the D.E.A. takes the money but doesn’t make any arrests? There might be something interesting there too.”

At the northerly edge of City Hall Park, Jones and Sandro passed the Tweed Courthouse. In the late 1880s, it had been built to serve as the Supreme Court for New York County, with a long, wide stone stairway leading down to Chambers Street. This was probably the most expensive courthouse, brick for brick, ever built in the City—or anywhere, for that matter. It cost eleven million 1880 dollars—five million for graft to Boss Tweed and his Tammany cronies, the other six for construction. It also cost Tweed his Senate seat, his rule over Tammany Hall, and his freedom; eventually, he died in the Ludlow Street Jail. Although the building was no longer used as a courthouse, but housed additional offices for the Mayor’s staff, and was sometimes used as a location for TV court scenes, it was still called the Tweed Courthouse.

Sandro and Jones turned into Courthouse Canyon, the area beginning at the foot of the Brooklyn Bridge, where the tall Municipal Building, surmounted by a huge gilt statue called Civic Fame, commanded first position at One Centre Street. This building is home to many of the City’s agencies, including the Marriage License Bureau, and the chapel for people who are married at City Hall. Tunneled directly through the base of the Municipal Building was a huge stone archway which had been designed as a dramatic exit from the Brooklyn Bridge. The archway, closed to traffic, was now used as a storage area for garbage containers from the building above.

Directly across the street from the Municipal Building stood the columns and statues in front of the New York County Hall of Records. Within was a magnificent replica of the marble staircase at the Opera House of Paris. The building houses the Surrogates Court (which handles wills and estates of people who resided in Manhattan), the Land Register of New York County, and part of the City Archives.

Behind the Hall of Records, Centre Street opened into a wide park area, which was hemmed in on either side, as far as the eye could see, by long palisades of carved stone courthouses and other government facilities. Between the “old” Federal Courthouse and the Supreme Court building, Sandro and Jones turned onto Pearl Street. The block was filled with television vans, their hydraulic antennae extended high into the sky, like the standards of ancient Roman Legions awaiting battle, except that these were used to beam the spectacle of Good Government versus Evil Black Drug Lords of New York to captivated audiences in Wahoo, Nebraska and Cody, Wyoming.

Just in front of the “new” Federal Courthouse was a small plaza surrounded by closely spaced, short, thick stone pillars intended to keep potential suicide bombers at a distance. While park areas and plazas were legislated to provide for more air-space amidst the vertical walls of New York, there were no benches, and the Federal Marshal’s Service chased anyone who lingered, even momentarily. Right now, however, the little plaza was filled with media people holding portable television cameras or wearing battery-pack belts, motorized still-cameras, and microphones. The number of Marshals had been increased to carefully monitor the human intrusions.

“Welcome to the zoo,” said Jones.

“They’re your people.”

Someone in the crowd spotted Sandro. A gaggle of cameras moved as one toward him.

“I’ll catch you later,” Jones said. “Don’t forget I’d like to interview Hardie, and Galiber, okay?”

“I’ll ask them.”

“What’s going to happen now, Counselor?” said the first reporter. Sandro kept walking, surrounded by sparkling lenses and the pulsing red lights of the television cameras. Still cameras began to snap photographs.

“Hey, Counselor!” said another reporter, walking backward beside Sandro, “could you stop and make a statement, Counselor?”

Sandro walked directly to the short staircase that led to the Courthouse.

“Hold it a second, will you, Counselor?”

Reporters from inside the Courthouse, memo pads in hand, came out of the door and down the steps, pushing their way between camera operators.

“What’s going to happen, Counselor?”

“Come on, Sandro, give us something!”

“Can the Judge make you take a case you don’t want?”

“We’ll know more about that in a few minutes,” Sandro said to no one in particular.

“What’d he say? What’d he say?” one of the reporters asked.

“Watch where the fuck you’re pushing.”

“Jesus Christ, stand still a second!”

Sandro entered the lobby of the Courthouse. As cameras were not permitted inside, he left a crowd of muttering cameramen stranded on the other side of the doorway. The reporters with their memo pads were still hanging in. Having to go through metal detectors on a daily basis, Sandro carried nothing he would have to remove from his pockets as he went through the magnetometer doorframes. The reporters walked through the metal detector right after Sandro. They, too, knew the drill.

In the long, marble corridor on the 11th floor, Anton Taylor stood near a window that overlooked the Brooklyn Bridge and the East River. “You meet with that somebody last night?” Taylor asked Awgust Nichols, who stood to his left.

“I did.”

“And?”

“Maybe today is gonna be the first day of the rest of our lives,” said Nichols.

Taylor looked at Nichols blankly. “What the fuck’s that mean?”

“Maybe something’ll happen today.”

At that moment, Sandro Luca and a wave of the media people poured out of the elevator.

“Sandro, what the hell did you come back here for?” said Marty Adams, walking toward Sandro. They were standing in the middle of the corridor, right outside the Courtroom. Adams’s right eye was twitching.

“She have you that upset,” Sandro asked.

“I look upset?”

“Your eye’s going like a semaphore.” Sandro and Marty had known and worked with each other for years. Joe Brill, Sandro’s former mentor, and Marty Adams had been partners many years back.

Adams shrugged, leaning closer to Sandro. “A couple days without a lawyer might have been better,” he said softly. Jackie Engler walked over to join them.

“Is mistrial the game plan?” asked Sandro.

“If some genius made up a game plan, we wouldn’t know. We come in yesterday morning like smeck, and Leppard is in the hospital with a nose-bleed. How do you start a nose-bleed?” said Adams.

Red Hardie came out of the Courtroom into the corridor. He saw Sandro and walked toward him, smiling. He was quite conscious of the media all around him. “How are you?” said Hardie, reaching out to shake Sandro’s hand.

“Fine, how are you?”

“I’m sorry they dragged you back into this thing. Let Sandro and me talk alone for a minute, okay, fellas?” Red said to Adams and Engler. The two lawyers stood still as Sandro and Red Hardie walked to a wide marbled area at the end of the corridor. Red glanced around. “Things are bad, Sandro. We’re going down,” he whispered. “Somehow, they’re all over us. There’s a spy in our camp, I’m sure of that.”

“Can I talk to you for a moment,” Selwyn Rabb a New York Times reporter said to both Sandro and Hardie.

“In a little bit, okay?” said Sandro. “We don’t have much time before the show begins.”

“Later?”

Sandro nodded as he and Red moved to a window overlooking the end of the Brooklyn Bridge and the lower harbor. “No one knows better than you, Sandro, that I’ve been walking away from this stuff—” Red shook his head, “—almost got there, too. And now, to have my hash on the line like this. When Leppard got sick, for one crazy moment I thought, hey, who knows what’ll happen if I don’t have a lawyer. The Judge must have thought the same thing. That’s when she decided to drag you back in. Someone said you were away?”

“The Marshals found me up near the Finger Lakes.”

Hardie nodded. “Our luck seems to be running in the same gutter. Let me tell you, this Leppard isn’t you. Not by a long shot. Not that it’d make much difference. She’s letting everything into evidence, everything.” He thought silently for a moment. “You think it’ll do any good—I don’t mean to insult you—if I take the position, for the record, that I don’t want you to represent me?”

“It’s the money move.” Sandro turned from the window, leaning back against the wall. “Not that it’s going to do either of us any good.”

“Listen, there’s another thing I want to talk to you about: Hettie Rouse.”

“Who is Hettie Rouse?” said Sandro.

“The woman who was arrested on the Lower East Side last night for killing her kid. It was all over the papers this morning.”

“I saw it. You know her?”

“I knew her from when she was a kid. I’d like you to help her out, represent her, get someone to represent her. I’ll foot the bill.”

“Her name is Hettie Rouse?”

“Everybody calls her Li’l Bit. She’s a little bit of a thing,” said Red.

“I’ll look into it,” said Sandro.

“I’d appreciate it.”

“Case on trial,” announced a Marshal, coming out into the corridor. “The Judge is about to take the bench.”

“I’ll talk to you about her later,” said Red as they began to drift toward the entrance to the Courtroom, “soon as we see what the Judge does this morning.”

Judge Ellis was already on the bench, watching the defendants and counsel return to the Courtroom. When Sandro entered, a thin smile spread on her lips. She nodded toward Sandro.

Sandro did not sit next to Hardie at the defense counsel table. Rather, he walked to the lectern near the jury box and stood, waiting. The Judge leaned forward, impatiently waving her arms like a school marm, herding her charges back from recess. When the last of the players were seated, the Judge smiled. “Mr. Luca,” she said, looking at Sandro.

“Your Honor.”

“I’m sorry to have interrupted your activities, Mr. Luca, but unfortunately, we have a situation here. Mr. Leppard, who has been representing Mr. Hardie—merely as a substitute in your place because you were actually engaged on another trial when this one began—that trial is over now, is it not, Mr. Luca?”

“Actually, Your Honor,” said Sandro, “at the time this trial was to begin, you indicated that you did not want to delay the proceedings on my account, and over the Defendant’s and my vociferous objection, you assigned Mr. Leppard to represent Mr. Hardie in this matter.”

“Is the trial you were on is now over, or not, Mr. Luca?”

“The specific trial I was on at the beginning of this case is, in fact, over, Your Honor. But I am scheduled to begin another trial next Tuesday.”

“Then, I take it you are not on trial at this moment. Correct?”

“That’s correct, Your Honor.”

“Fine. Mr. Leppard, as I’m sure you have heard, has been hospitalized. The Court has had Mr. Leppard examined, and, apparently, his malady is real. How the malady came into being is something I’ve asked the United States Attorney to investigate.”

Sandro stood silently. The audience, too, was silent, motionless. There was no jury present.

“There will be very serious repercussions in the event I find that someone purposely precipitated Mr. Leppard’s ailment,” the Judge looked directly at Red Hardie. “I sent for Mr. Luca yesterday so that you would not be without a lawyer.”

“Your Honor, as I said yester—”

“No need for you to speak, Mr. Hardie,” said the Judge, raising her hand to quiet Red. “Mr. Luca is more than able to represent you.”

“Most respectfully, Your Honor,” Red continued, “I just want to say—”

“Let’s see if I already know what you want to say, Mr. Hardie. Is it that you do not want Mr. Luca as your counsel, that you want Mr. Leppard to represent you?”

“That’s right, Your Honor.”

“Now that you know I understand that, would you kindly take your seat.” Her eyes were fixed on Red until he was seated. “In any event, Mr. Luca,” said the Judge, turning to Sandro, “as of yesterday, Mr. Leppard’s continued participation in this trial was very dubious.”

Continued participation was very dubious? Was dubious? Sandro repeated her words in his head. Instantly, Sandro knew that something new was about to be added to the mix.

“At the time I sent for you, Mr. Luca, I had in mind that there was no way, no way in the world, that I would postpone this trial, or sever Mr. Hardie from his co-defendants.” Her gaze slid to Hardie, then back to Sandro. “This is a very important trial. Important to the Defendants, of course, but no less important to the Government and to the citizenry. They have rights, too, the citizens, although all too often they seem to be forgotten in this world of self-indulgence.”

When he had entered the Courtroom this morning, Sandro was sure that the Judge was going to put him back in the case. Now, from the careful way she was wending her way through a minefield of careful phrases, he realized that she was not. She was laying out her reasoning for the record and public consumption.

“Since you first became involved in this case right through the Discovery phase,” the Judge continued, “and knowing what a capable lawyer you are, Mr. Luca, how meticulously you prepare your cases, I was sure—particularly given that there are so many defendants in this case and much of the time was spent on testimony and evidence which did not directly involve or implicate your client at all—I was sure you could get up to speed in one day, two at the most.”

In part, the Judge was justifying her decision to send a United States Marshal to Watkins Glen, interrupting Sandro’s mini-vacation, and putting all the lawyers and defendants through turmoil; now, for some reason, she was going to change course completely.

“When I had my staff check on Mr. Leppard’s condition last evening, they were advised that he would, more than likely, be ready to proceed with the case in a day or two. Considering that tomorrow is my regular calendar day, meaning that we shall not be working on this trial tomorrow in any event,” the Judge glanced at the reporters in the audience, “and with the week-end starting the very next day, it may not be … perhaps, I should say, it would be in Mr. Hardie’s best interests to continue with Mr. Leppard, and not to have different counsel step into the case at this juncture.”

“Most respectfully, Your Honor—”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to change horses and object to me not requiring you to step into the case, Mr. Luca?”

“Not at all, Your Honor. It’s just that all of what Your Honor has just said was exactly the same yesterday, has been exactly the same from the very beginning of Mr. Leppard’s personal difficulties. What has changed, however, has been ruined is more apt, is my long planned and personally costly sojourn in the upper reaches of the State of New York, for no apparent reason whatever.”

“That could not be helped, Mr. Luca. Anything else?” she said, glancing at the other lawyers and defendants.

The lawyers shook their collective heads.

“Oh, yes, one other thing that I am sure you may wish to address, Mr. Luca,”—her eyes returned to Sandro. “But, perhaps, I’d better bring out the jury and adjourn until Monday first. I’m going to remand Mr. Hardie today. Bring out the jury, Claire.”

The defendants, the lawyers, the media, the spectators were all visibly shocked, looking around at each other to be sure they heard correctly. Awgust Nichols watched Red quietly.

The moment the Judge made her announcement, Red Hardie’s body jolted forward. Then he turned toward Sandro. Then back to the Judge. “What did that woman say?” he asked, looking at Sandro, then Money Dozier.

A babble of confused voices began to rise out of the audience.

“Quiet!” The Judge pounded her palm on the top of the bench.

Claire Trainor, the Courtroom Deputy Clerk, nodded to a Marshal who walked toward the jury room. Amidst the subsiding buzz of conversations, the Marshal announced loudly: “Jury entering.”

The Jurors glanced at the defendants, the lawyers, the audience, the Judge as they filed into their seats. They were trying to determine the source of the obvious agitation that roiled the courtroom.

“Ladies and Gentlemen of the Jury,” the Judge said slowly. The lawyers and defendants began to take their seats. “I want to apologize for the delay in bringing you into the courtroom this morning. We were engaged, you can be sure, on court business. For reasons that do not concern you, we are not going to resume today. Tomorrow, Friday, is our usual calendar day, so we are going to adjourn now until Monday morning at nine-fifteen, sharp. We shall start earlier than usual Monday to try to make up for the time we’ve lost yesterday and today as a result of Mr. Leppard’s unfortunate illness. I am pleased to inform you that Mr. Leppard is well, and that we have every expectation of his being with us on Monday morning. Until then, remember my admonition: don’t discuss this case amongst yourselves or with anyone else until the end of the case. You may retire now until Monday morning.” Reluctantly, the jurors began to file out. A Marshal urged them toward the jury room.

“As I said,” the Judge murmured softly toward the well of the courtroom, “there is just one more piece of business that has to be addressed before we adjourn. Will the lawyers and defendants please remain in the court room.” The Judge sat silently, arranging some documents on the flat of her desk. When all the jurors had cleared the courtroom, the Judge looked at Sandro, then Red Hardie.

“I am not at all convinced that what occurred yesterday was not precipitated by Mr. Hardie. I have asked the United States Attorney’s office to investigate. If it is determined that Mr. Hardie had anything, anything, to do with Mr. Leppard’s illness, I shall have quite a bit more to say on the subject. Meanwhile, but not for that reason, Mr. Hardie is remanded.”

The murmurs began to swell in the courtroom again.

“Quiet,” said the Judge, again slapping her palm on the top of the bench.

“Your Honor,” said Sandro’s voice through the sounds of the courtroom, “may I be heard?”

“Very briefly, Mr. Luca. Please take into consideration that I have given the entire matter a great deal of thought, and it is my opinion that when events occur which appear to undermine the integrity of a trial, I have an obligation, on behalf of the Government and the citizens, to take steps to preserve that integrity. I am not convinced, not at all convinced, despite the impertinence of Dr. Acquista from Lenox Hill, that the difficulties we’ve experienced here, the delay caused by Mr. Leppard’s nose-bleed, were not the direct result of activities perpetrated by Mr. Hardie. Nevertheless, I am going to acquiesce and permit this trial to be delayed an entire day in order to accommodate Mr. Hardie’s request to maintain Mr. Leppard as his Counsel. I’ll hear what you have to say, Mr. Luca. I want no outbursts from you or any of the other Defendants, Mr. Hardie. I want absolute quiet.”

The suggestion of quiet was totally superfluous. The courtroom was tomb-silent, the air still, the light from the overhead chandeliers beaming into the silent void of eternity. Dust particles could almost be heard wafting downward in the light from the chandeliers as the eyes of the audience turned toward Sandro.

“Your Honor, there is not an iota of evidence or proof that Mr. Hardie has had anything whatsoever to do with Mr. Leppard’s distress. There were medical personnel here yesterday, I have read the transcript of the proceedings—”

The Judge cut him off. “Mr. Luca, don’t tell me that the Doctor said that Mr. Leppard’s condition was a severe and very real medical problem. I’ve already said I’m aware of what the Doctor said. We are well beyond that. Mr. Hardie is remanded. He is going to stay remanded, regardless of what you or he might say. Anything else?”

Hardie was watching Sandro anxiously; his eyes alternately glanced toward the bench.

“Let me add,” said the Judge, “that there is no need to worry about Mr. Leppard’s access to Mr. Hardie. Mr. Hardie will be no further away than the M.C.C., hardly a stone’s throw from this very courtroom, as you know very well, Mr. Luca, and he will be there, ready and willing to help Mr. Leppard all day long today, all day tomorrow, all week-end, with no meetings, no appointments, no social events, nothing to distract him from total dedication to assisting his lawyer. Anything else, Mr. Luca?”

“It is, most respectfully, Your Honor, arbitrary, capricious, and totally unnecessary to remand Mr. Hardie, to lock him up at this critical moment of the trial, when he’s been out on bail throughout the pendency of this case, simply because his Counsel had a medical problem. Mr. Hardie has an absolute right to be able to confer with his counsel, and remanding him without sufficient cause is to deprive him of his inviolable constitutional privileges without due process of law at a critical moment.”

“I don’t mean to curtail your statement, Mr. Luca,” the Judge cut in. “Ordinarily I enjoy hearing you speak. You are one of the better lawyers to appear before this Court. But in this situation, there is no point to it, none whatever, as Mr. Hardie is remanded, and is going to stay remanded. That said, is there anything else you wish to address, Mr. Luca?”

“You are depriving the defendant of his constitutional right to fair trial and equal protection of the law.”

“Don’t leave out Due Process, Mr. Luca. Anything else for the record?”

“The availability of Mr. Hardie at the M.C.C. is no adequate substitute for the liberty and availability of Mr. Hardie at all hours in order to be of assistance to Mr. Leppard.”

“You are beginning to repeat yourself, Mr. Luca. We are going to recess now,” the Judge said to the rest of the lawyers. “The court will resume on Monday, at nine-fifteen, sharp, and I expect everyone to be here early, ready to proceed. Except for you, Mr. Luca, of course. Thank you for being so prompt to the Court’s order.” The Judge rose from her seat.

“All rise,” Claire Trainor called into the hushed tomb.

“What in hell is this?” Red said with agitation as he turned toward Sandro.

A U. S. Marshal walked slowly toward Red Hardie. Red’s eyes shifted momentarily to the Marshal. As they had all been in the courtroom every day of the ten weeks since the trial began, the Marshals and the Defendants, as well as everyone else who was present, knew each other well. The Marshal approaching Hardie was slightly embarrassed as he took out a pair of handcuffs to place them on Hardie’s wrists.

“Let me check this out,” Sandro said to Hardie and the Marshal.

“I have to take him down,” the Marshal said. “Sorry, Red. It’s not my idea.”

“I know that, Frank,” Red said to the Marshal. “Damn, Sandro,” Red put his hands behind his back at the Marshal’s direction. “See what this is all about. Fast!”

“What’s going on, J.J.?” Sandro said across the defense table to J.J. Dineen who was gathering papers from his prosecution table.

“All I can tell you is that there’s been a plot uncovered concerning a contract on Red Hardie’s life. For security reasons, I can’t tell you anything more than that.”

“What?” said Hardie, who the Marshal had permitted to linger momentarily, so that he might hear the conversation between Sandro and Dineen.

“You’ve got to be kidding me?” Sandro to Dineen.

“No, I’m not. The Judge didn’t say anything so as not to alert the people who are involved in this plot. All I can tell you is there’s an ongoing investigation concerning it. In the meanwhile, Mr. Hardie is being remanded for his own protection. We called the Judge’s chambers this morning, the moment that we were advised by the D.E.A.”

“This is absolutely absurd,” said Sandro. “Ex parte communications, secret plots, protective custody? Nothing on the record in connection with it.”

“Sandro, you’re not Hardie’s lawyer. You know I can’t discuss it with you.”

“Jesus, that’s part of it, too. Shoulder me out so no one can talk about it, since Leppard isn’t here.”

“I know this isn’t satisfactory, but let it suffice that some threats against Mr. Hardie’s life have been uncovered by the D.E.A. in the street. We don’t want the people who are responsible for the threats to know that we know about them. That’s why the Judge said what she said for the record. What’s happening is for Mr. Hardie’s own safety. He’s going to be put in protective custody.”

“Protective custody?” said Red angrily as the hand-cuffs behind his back were racheted locked. “Bullshit.”

“That’s all I’m going to tell you,” said Dineen. “If Leppard wants to talk about it further, he can call my office.” Dineen gathered his papers and turned to walk out of the court.

“C’mon, Red,” the Marshal said apologetically. “I gotta take you down.” he said apologetically. He nodded his head toward Sandro, inquiring if there was anything else he wanted to say to Red before he took him away.

“I’ll get on it immediately,” was all that Sandro could say.

“This is horse manure, downright horse manure.” Red was angry, he turned toward Dineen. “I don’t need, don’t want any protection. Mr. Dineen.”

Dineen was already walking toward the back of the courtroom. Geraghty pushed the shopping cart filled with documents and evidence directly behind Dineen.

“I’m sorry, Red,” said the Marshal.

“Don’t worry about it, Frank. This hasn’t anything to do with you.” He started to walk with the Marshal toward the detention cells. “Sandro, this is absolute nonsense,” he said, turning to glance over his shoulder.

“I’ll do everything I can. I’ll come over to see you as soon as they process you.”

“That may take all day,” the Marshal said. “You’re probably talking tomorrow at the earliest.”

Sandro nodded. His words sounded hollow, without conviction, he thought. He hated the feeling of being useless to his client.


Brighton Beach, Brooklyn: June 20, 1996 :10:30 A.M.

The telephone rang. Irina Broganskaya was standing at her kitchen sink, washing the dishes from yesterday’s breakfast and last night’s supper, which she needed for this morning’s breakfast. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail. The phone rang again. Inside, baby Elena was alternately crying and laughing as she sat in her playpen, crying because her diaper was wet, laughing as the toys she was throwing, one at a time, over the railing of the playpen, crashed onto the living room floor.

Irina flipped open the cellular phone that was on the counter next to her. “Alooah?” she said in Russian.

“It’s me,” said Dmitri Broganski in almost accentless English. “What’s happening? You hear from anybody?” Having emigrated from Russia with his parents when he was eight years old, having attended Boy’s High in Brooklyn, Broganski was very Americanized. He spoke Russian fluently, as did Irina, his wife, but their language of choice, their everyday language, was English.

“Everybody,” Irina responded.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That means that everybody is calling,” said Irina. “Everybody wants flowers. And I have nothing. Not a thing.”

“In that everybody, is Sascha Ulanov included?” he said.

“If Sascha Ulanov had called, I wouldn’t be saying I don’t have anything, da ilye nyet, yes or no?”

“Da, da. Listen, I can’t come right now. I’m supposed to meet Sascha, over there, you know, the usual place. I can’t come now.” Actually, Dmitri was about 125 miles south of Brighton Beach’s waterfront. He was in Atlantic City, where he had been all night, playing blackjack, craps, drinking cognac, smoking cigars. He was with Jacov Volovnik and Yan Cechinko. Dmitri was pretty sober now, having experienced the extremes of drunkenness twice during the night as he gambled at the tables.

“What time are you supposed to meet him?” asked Irina. There was another crash in the living room.

“What’s that?”

“That’s your daughter, having a good time, throwing all her toys out of the playpen again, for the fortieth time.”

“As long as she’s having fun,” said Dmitri.

“Great. She’s having fun. You’re having fun. And I’m here with my hands in the sink, washing dishes.”

“Listen, Kotchonik, as soon as we get a little better established, you can use the dishes just once and throw them away. And I don’t mean paper plates, neither.”

“If you gave me the money you lose when you go where you are now, I could do it already,” said Irina.

“What, lose? I’m winning. This is just relaxation, a little diversion.”

“You’re winning? How much?”

“Not much, five-hundred. But it’s better than losing, right?” Dmitri didn’t tell her that the five-hundred he was now ahead, had to be subtracted from the three thousand he had lost throughout the night. In his mind, Dmitri started over this morning, when he was flat busted and had to borrow a hundred from Jacov. Since then, so far, he was five-hundred ahead.

“Da. If he calls, you want I should meet Sascha?”

“Yeah, you know where he is every day, about eleven, right?”

“Da,” said Irina.

“Go there. Take the baby for a walk, you know what I mean? And when you see him, he’ll give you some flowers. This way, at least, whatever he gives you, at least you’ll have some decoration in the apartment if people want to come and drop in. You know what I’m talking?”

“Da, da.”

Shortly thereafter, Irina dressed Elena, put her in the stroller, and wheeled her to the elevator. Dmitri and Irina lived on the eleventh floor of a high-rise housing development in Brighton Beach, at the edge of the boardwalk overlooking the sea. As she was riding down, the elevator stopped at a lower floor, and an older woman, still quite attractive, buxom, very carefully made up with eye-shadow and pale lipstick edged in a darker outline, entered. Irina and the woman began to converse in Russian. They knew each other as neighbors who met occasionally in the elevator or at the mail boxes, or shopping nearby. The woman spoke no English, although she had once indicated to Irina that she had been in the United States for twelve years.

In Brighton Beach, entire lives could be spent by people shopping in Russian stores, eating in Russian restaurants, speaking only Russian, even to the specially trained and assigned police and other City personnel. If you didn’t know you were in Brooklyn, near Coney Island, the former beach playground of Americans for well over a hundred years, you would think that you were someplace in Russia.

At the western edge of Brighton Beach, was Coney Island. Stretching from there, past Brighton Beach, for a very long distance, was a beachfront, edged by a wooden boardwalk where people strolled, exercised, took in the sun, gamboled, and socialized. Here, every morning, or almost every morning, Sascha Ulanov—when he wasn’t flying to Romania, or meeting with Uri—came to exercise, and swim in the summer. Ordinarily, such activities would keep one healthy, except if, like Sascha, you drank to the point of drunkenness every night, smoked two packs of cigarettes a day, and snorted cocaine between smokes.

As she walked, Irina didn’t see Sascha. She glanced into Beach 29th Street, where Sascha ordinarily parked, pretty much in the same spot, next to the fire hydrant, whenever he came to the boardwalk. This morning, however, his car was not there. Irina stood near the railing, searching in each direction, then searching the beach, glancing at all the people passing by. She looked at her watch. It was eleven-twenty. The sun was warm. Baby Elena had fallen asleep. Irina turned the stroller away from the sun and sat on a bench, tilting her face up into the warmth. Every few moments, she would look at the beach, the boardwalk in each direction, then tilted her face back to the sun again. After a while, she saw someone she didn’t know, someone with black, slicked-back hair and a moustache, a sports shirt, and ample pants in the new style that many of the immigrants from Moscow were wearing. He was quite young, handsome. The stranger was looking around for many minutes. Irina looked at him. He looked at her. They weren’t sure.

“Dmitri’s wife?” he said to her tentatively, in Russian.

“Da,” she replied.

“Irina?”

“Da.”

“You know Sascha?” he said.

“Da. I am waiting for him. He was supposed to meet my husband at eleven.”

“Yes, exactly. He will not come.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know,” shrugged the young man. “He asked me to come to tell Dmitri that he cannot come. I see Dmitri can not come either,” he laughed.

“Da. When will we see him, Sascha? I need something for my home.”

“I don’t know. He just said to tell you he can’t make it now, that he would get in touch with Dmitri later, maybe tonight. That’s all I know.”

“What’s is your name?”

“Marat,” he said, smiling into her eyes. “Nice child. How old?”

“Fifteen months,” said Irina with a mother’s pride.

“Pretty. Like the mother.”

Irina smiled at Marat. “You a friend of Sascha? I haven’t seen you before.”

“I only know him a little while. He is a friend of my family, really. You come here often, to the boardwalk?”

“When the weather is good,” she said, turning the stroller to walk back toward her home.

Marat walked next to Irina. “Me, too. I like to take the sun. Maybe I’ll see you,” he said.

“Maybe so.”

“What time do you usually come?” he smiled broadly.

“Between two and three.”

“Any particular day?”

Irina shrugged. “Wednesday, Thursday.”

“Wednesday, Thursday,” he repeated. Marat waved as Irina pushed the stroller down the ramp to the street.

Very handsome, she thought as she walked away. A little forward, perhaps, but that’s the way they are when they first come from Moscow. Irina saw baskets of flowers hanging from lampposts as she walked; her thoughts turned to flowers. She needed flowers. People were calling her all day long looking for flowers. Lately, business had increased dramatically, and, in direct proportion, the supply of flowers had diminished. When she saw Dmitri, she told herself, she had to tell him that they had to increase their flower order from Sascha so they could supply more flowers to the customers.

Irina looked down at the baby in the stroller. She was still asleep. While looking down, her eyes caught sight of the ruby ring she wore on her finger. She had bought the ring last week from the jeweler on Brighton Beach Avenue. While there, she had noticed that there was also a matching bracelet. She smiled to herself. The jeweler was not far out of the way on her walk home. She would pass by and tell the jeweler to hold the bracelet for her. Might as well look at diamond studs while she was there. The ones she had at home were too small.

As Irina reached the front of her building, she saw Adan Rubinovski, a young man who had recently become a flower customer, pacing in front of the building. He saw Irina and waved. Adan was the nephew of Vasilov Bougashlavili, one of the big men in Brighton Beach. Some magazines said he was the Russian Godfather. There seemed to be many people who were supposed to be the Russian Godfather. Whether or not he was the Godfather, Bougishlavili was well known and well respected throughout the area. Having his nephew as a customer didn’t exactly hurt Irina’s flower business.

“Hello,” Adan said in excellent English. “I’ve been waiting for you. I called and there was no answer. I figured you probably went to the store or something.”

“Nyet problem,” said Irina. “Except,” she added in a whisper, “I have nothing for you.”

“You’re kidding?” said Adan.

“I wish I was,” said Irina. “It’s just that everybody wants, and things aren’t … just aren’t, you know? I just went to see somebody. I thought I was going to get more, you know. But he didn’t even show up. Sent somebody else.” For a moment, Irina thought about Marat. Did they make an appointment for Wednesday or Thursday? she wondered. He was very attractive.

“When do you think you’ll have something?” Adan said with concern. “This is very serious. I really need.… something, you know?”

“Of course I know. Different kind of serious, but serious for both of us.”

“I can’t go without … something as easy as you can, if you know what I mean?” he said.

“Nothing I can do,” said Irina. “If I could, you know I’d take care of you, for sure. There will be plenty soon, in a couple of days. That’s what I was told. Then you won’t have a thing to worry about.”

“Until then? Maybe you have just a little something, perhaps?”

Irina shrugged. “Maybe if I look upstairs, Dmitri maybe put something aside for us, you know, we party a little on the week-end. Maybe there’s something. I’m not promising.”

“Anything you can do … I mean it. Anything. I’m okay right now, but tomorrow, and the next day, what am I going to do until then, you know what I mean?”

“Wait here, I think I can find you something, very little, but something. But remember, Adan, this is all there is until the new flowers arrive.”

“I understand.”

Uri Mojolevsky drove slowly under the elevated train structure on Brighton Beach Avenue in the brand new champagne colored Lexus he had bought two weeks before. It was polished to a high shine. Russian CD’s blared out of the moon roof.

“Uri, I love this car,” said Olga, a black haired young woman sitting in the back seat. She was rocking to the music, smoking a cigarette. Anna, Uri’s nominal girlfriend, wearing her leather biker’s cap, her chin jutting forward and back to the music, sat in the front passenger seat, smoking, watching the people walking on Brighton Beach Avenue.

“It likes you, too,” Uri said, happy, high, bouncing to the music. “Here we are,” he announced as he stopped at the curb in front of a restaurant called “Kot Chorni”. The two girls alighted from the passenger doors. They both wore leather short-shorts and knee length patent leather boots. Uri walked around the car, just as the valet parking attendant came out of the club.

“I’ll take it, boss,” said the attendant, taking the car keys from Uri.

“Make sure the roof is closed and everything is locked,” Uri called back just as he stepped into the club.

“Okay, boss.”

“Uri!” smiled the restaurant owner, a little man with a bald head and a beard. They cheek-kissed three times. “Good afternoon, good afternoon,” he greeted each of the women.

“How’s it going, Georgi?” said Uri.

“Good, good, now that you’re here. I’ve got your favorite table,” he said, leading the party through a beaded curtain that separated the bar from the restaurant, toward a booth, actually a small alcove, situated in the back, away from the other tables. “You going to eat?”

“I only want soup,” said Anna.

“Me, either,” said her friend.

“Eat whatever you want,” said Uri as he sat back in the booth and lit a cigarette, blowing the smoke toward the ceiling. “You see Sascha, yet?” he asked the owner.

“Nyet.”

“If you see him—”

“I’ll send him right back, of course.”

The valet parker came into the rear area and walked toward Uri. “You want I should hold the keys?”

“Of course, you hold them. What? You came here to ask me that, or get a tip? You think I’m going to run away or something? You must be playing the lotto?”

“No, no, it’s not that—”

“Of course it is. Here.” Uri handed him a ten dollar bill.

“Thank you, boss.”

“Champagne?” the owner asked Uri.

“What else?”

“Not the French stuff. It’s too sour,” said Anna.

The owner looked at Uri.

“Whatever the ladies want,” Uri said indifferently. He put his arm around Anna, who was sitting to his left.

“It’s too warm,” she frowned, shrugging his hand from her shoulder.

The owner glanced from Anna to Uri, then turned, instructing a waiter what to bring to the table. As it was early afternoon, there were only two or three other tables occupied. The other people looked occasionally at Uri’s table when there was a burst of laughter, loud talking, or when the waiter popped another cork from a champagne bottle.

From time to time, Uri’s cellular phone would ring, and he would glance at the caller I.D. Sometimes he would answer; most of the time, he did not. Other times, his beeper would sound, and he would check the number, and make a call on the cell phone as the women drank, smoked, and talked loudly beside him. Once in a while, Uri would stop his phone conversation to tell them to be quiet. Then he’d continue, and they would immediately resume being loud.

Sascha Ulanov walked quickly toward the Kot Chorni. He looked as if he had just awakened from a drunken stupor—which he had. When he reached the door, he flipped away his cigarette and plunged into the club. The bartender, polishing glasses behind the bar, said hello. The owner, seated at a small table near the bar with two other men, nodded Sascha toward the back. Sascha pushed aside the beaded strands, looking around. He did not see Uri until he heard Anna’s high pitched laughter coming from the small alcove in the back. Uri was on the phone, smoking a cigarette. He waved to Sascha, then pointed toward the front of the restaurant. Sascha turned, but saw nothing. Uri signaled Sascha to wait a moment. When he finished his phone call, Uri stood and squeezed past Anna. “Come, I want to talk to you,” he said to Sascha.

Sascha followed Uri to the men’s room. Uri checked the room, opened the door of the toilet, then zipped down his fly in front of the urinal.

“Listen, it’s time for you to do something, go somewhere again, you know what I mean?” Uri motioned Sascha closer. “This time, the trip is for us. We are going into the business for ourselves with the black people. We’re moving up in the world.”

“Romania, again?” Sascha whispered. “Why don’t you go?”

“You know I got no papers,” Uri whispered back, his words slurred a bit by champagne. “Otherwise, I’d go. You got a travel permit. Me, I got nothing. We need something. We’re out—which, of course, is very good.”

“Fucking Romania. It’s a pain in the ass,” said Sascha.

“Shhh.” Uri looked toward the doorway.

“I make the three thousand extra, just to go and come back?”

“Of course,” said Uri. “But this time you’re going to be part of the deal.”

“Meanwhile, I need spending money.”

“That, too. Expenses, tickets, and everything.”

“When do I have to go?” asked Sascha.

“As soon as I get you a ticket. They will meet you at the airport when you get there.”

“I know. What, this is my first time?”

“I’m just making sure you remember, you fuck,” said Uri. “You drink—you do too much of everything. I don’t know what you remember.”

“I remember what I have to remember. Don’t worry.”

“If I was worried, I wouldn’t have you go,” said Uri.

“Same set-up. I give them my luggage? They give it back to me the next day? I come home?”

“That’s it.”

“I can use the three-thousand?” said Sascha. “I’m broke.”

“You’re sticking too much of that shit up your nose.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I told you, I’m not worried.”

“Okay, then,” said Sascha. “You got some money for me now?”

Uri frowned. “One-thousand now,” he put his hand in his pocket, then thought the better of it. “when I drive you to the plane. Otherwise, you might be too fucked up to go. The other two thousand, the minute you get back. Right at the airport, when I pick you up.”

“Give me a couple of hundred now.”

Uri pulled out a roll of bills and gave Sascha two-hundred. “Anna is going with you,” Uri added, glancing at Sascha’s face.

“Anna? What the fuck for? You think I need a watch-dog? Especially Anna! I don’t know how you can stand that bitch. The trip all by itself is bad enough. But with Anna—”

“Don’t worry. When you get there, she’s going by herself to meet her girlfriend for a couple days. She’s a good cover, makes you look like honeymoon people.”

“Honeymoon? With that crazy—all respects, but your girlfriend is fucking crazy.”

“She fucks like crazy too.”

“I can fuck her? You don’t mind.”

“If she let’s you near her. Just don’t go to sleep. She’ll cut your thing off.” Uri laughed.


Semanon’s : July 22, 1929 : 2:30 P.M.

“What did this guy say?” Greg Diamond said in his native Sicilian dialect to Charlie Jones. Diamond’s true name was Gregorio Biondi, but, except for very few people, he was known in the street only as “Greg Diamond ”. They were seated at a table in the back of Semanon’s. Except for a commissioner and his secretary nursing coffee cups at a table near the front, and a couple of other people standing at the bar, the restaurant was empty.

“He said he could get me whatever I served in the joint at better prices than I was paying,” Charlie Jones also spoke in Sicilian dialect. Charlie’s true name was Carlo Luca, born in America to a family that immigrated from Altavila Silentina, south of Salerno, Italy. His family’s native dialect was Neapolitan, but Charlie had learned Sicilian, along with his older brothers Antonio and Giuseppe, hanging out with Sicilian friends in New York’s Little Italy.

“What did you say to him?” Diamond was small, slim, olive-skinned, with slick, dark hair now hidden under a wide brimmed fedora that was cocked down on one side. He was dressed in an expensive suit and tie.

“I played stupid, like John the Gomb, just listening.” Diamond nodded, winking one eye softly. “He said I should think about it,” Charlie continued. “In addition to good booze and good prices, he said I’d also have good friends. I said to him, like a ‘strunz’, really? That sounds good. I like good friends.”

“Good. Good,” said Diamond slowly, his eyes narrowing, his mouth an angry slit. “Sons of whores. Trying to muscle in on us. You told him to come back, no?”

Charlie nodded. “He said he would bring back some of his friends, so I could be friends with his friends.”

“Let the pieces of shit come around, you hear? We’ll let the sons of whores make friends. Make nice nice with the bastard, Charlie. Play along. Let him think you’re a dunce, that you’re not with anybody. Buy some stuff from him. This way we’ll watch the bastard when he comes here to deliver, follow the truck, and then we’ll hit him and all his friends in the head.”

“Not in here?”

“Charlie—”

“We’re having such a nice run. We don’t want to spoil anything, right?” Diamond assured Charlie with a calm look. “By the way,” said Charlie, “here’s a little something.” Charlie took an envelope from his inside jacket pocket and handed it under the table to Diamond.

“Not too little, Charlie,” Diamond laughed, slipping the envelope into an inside pocket of his own jacket. “You know how the big guy and Charlie Lucky are?”

Greg Diamond was a Capo in the gang of Don Giuseppe ‘Joe the Boss’ Masseria. Charlie Lucky Luciano, the Under Boss, had sent Diamond to make the rounds of the various joints under their protection to take up the weekly collection that would be divided up amongst the friends Charlie already had.

“No, a good size envelope, Greg, as usual. That’s what I’m talkin’ about when I say we don’t want to spoil a good thing.”

“Don’t worry about these pieces of shit, Charlie. They’re probably some grease balls from uptown or Jersey or some shit like that, trying to horn in on a good thing. They can’t befriends of ours, Charlie, otherwise they’d know you’re with us. We’ll teach them a lesson they won’t forget.” Diamond paused at an inner thought momentarily. “When we’re finished, they won’t be able to remember nothing. “He laughed grimly. “But that’s something else, Charlie. And it won’t be around here, okay?”

“You want a little something to drink, eat? I made a nice pasta fagioli for myself in the back.”

“Pasta fazool, Charlie. You gotta say it like those other stupid piece of shit Neapolitans, who walk around talking like monkeys. I’d love to, but I gotta make a couple more stops.” Diamond stood, smoothing the outside of his jacket where he had put the envelope. “Remember, Charlie, make nice nice. Just let me know when this piece of shit is going to show up, and then forget about it. Okay?”

“Ci. Ci.”


Newsroom, New York Post: June 20, 1996 : 10:50 A.M.

The newsroom at the New York Post was in the midst of its usual controlled chaos. Myriad paper strewn desks were oriented toward the Managing Editor’s horseshoe desk on the far side of the huge newsroom. The Managing Editor sat on the inner curve of the horseshoe, with five associate editors in charge of the various news bureaus that would make up the emerging edition, facing him from the outer side of the horseshoe. On top of all this activity was a cacophony of voices, ringing telephones, television monitors, wire service consoles constantly clacking out the latest news from points everywhere.

“You want to go with the same photo of this Hettie Rouse we had on the front page yesterday morning?” one of the Associate Editors asked Ed Barquette, the Managing Editor. Having endured their peripatetic Chief over the years, to the minions of the newsroom, and to all points west, Barquette’s French Canadian name had devolved into the sobriquet, Ed Bark It.

Barquette—bald, wearing his trademark blue button-down Oxford shirt with sleeves rolled back to his forearms, tie pulled down from his neck—glanced at the front page of yesterday’s first edition which lay on the desk to his left.

“Haven’t we got something that makes her look uglier than this? Rotten bitch, even if it was only a little pickaninny, her own, that she killed. Lets her boyfriend fuck the kid first. Christ! I hate stories like this. You got pictures that show how truly ugly this cunt is?”

“She’s in handcuffs, her eyes rolling half out of her head, high on drugs. She looks like a piece of shit. You saying she looks nice?” said Seymour Tucker, the Photo Editor. He studied a copy of the previous day’s front page.

“What the fuck do I know,” rasped Barquette, not looking up from the typed copy of the Bosnia story that was to run on page five. As he read, he circled words, phrases. Sometimes he winced and slashed, muttering epithets. As he finished reading each page, he tossed it to his right, ostensibly to a copy box, but mostly to the floor where a copy boy—or, in this case, a young woman—retrieved them for re-write. “She looks too nice there,” he grumbled without looking at Tucker. “Get another shot, something with her face gnarled up, more ugliness, you know what I mean?”

Tucker looked over to the other editors, shrugging.

“What the fuck are you shrugging for?” grumbled Barquette, not looking up. “Was I right? Did he shrug?” Barquette said to another Associate Editor to his right.” The other Editor chuckled. “You think I’m blind?” Barquette said, reading on, flipping another page toward the copy box.

Tucker silently began to rummage through a folder of photographs.

“Just came in, Chief,” said a young reporter, carrying some pages that had been ripped off a news service teletype. “Can I work on it?”

Barquette looked up. “Hiya, Johnny. How’s that girl of yours? You should see the nice, I mean nice, girl, Johnny has,” Barquette said, glancing toward the other editors. “A real nice girl, you know what I mean? Not one of those hard as nails, everyday pieces of shit that you see every time you walk down the street.” He grunted. “What’s her name, Johnny? Sabrina?”

“Samantha, Chief.”

“Holy shit,” Barquette exclaimed, reading the pages that John Moses had just handed him.

The editors all looked at Barquette.

“Red Hardie, Chairman of the Board of the Brotherhood, turned.” He read on. “Sources close to the United States Attorney’s office—which means their press office—has just revealed that Red Hardie, head of the Brotherhood, drug lord of Harlem and half the United States, has been remanded, put into protective custody—you know what that means, don’t you?” He glanced at the editors—“that means he’s going to cooperate with the Government. Holy Toledo. Tucker, get me some fucking photos of Hardie.”

“Nice ones or ugly ones?”

“What the fuck are you talking about, nice or ugly? He’s a wealthy businessman, not a piece of shit.” Barquette looked up, smiling mischievously. He continued to read the copy. “But he’s still a fucking gorilla, right? If you have nice photos of this fucking gorilla, which I doubt, use ’em.”

Tucker shrugged.

“You’re going to wear your shoulders out with all the fucking shrugging,” Barquette said, reading on. “If you stopped shrugging, you wouldn’t know what to do with half your day.”

Tucker looked confused. He shrugged again.

“See what I mean?” Barquette said, still not looking up.

The other editors laughed. Tucker shrugged again. They laughed louder.

“Tear the front page. Get this story. Johnny, yeah, Johnny, you handle it,” he said to Moses, still standing next to him. “Get on the phone with the U.S. Attorney’s office. Get everything you can on this. Didn’t we have something about his attorney having an accident yesterday or the day before?”

“His lawyer had a nose-bleed,” Moses injected.

“Right. Right. The Judge put in another lawyer, or something.”

“Sandro Luca.”

“Sandro, yeah. What a nice guy. Good lawyer, too. What a lawyer. He’s not in it anymore?”

“The Judge was supposed to put him back in it today. Don’t know what happened with that,” said Moses.

“Yeah, yeah. Get a couple of guys to get Johnny some color, some background,” Barquette told another editor. “Let Johnny run with the ball.”

“I’ve already sent for the folders,” said Moses.

“Yeah, yeah, good, Johnny. Get going. You have twenty minutes.”

“Thanks, Chief.” Moses was off at a trot.

“What a nice kid.” Barquette was immediately back into the Bosnia copy. “Tucker. You got the pictures of the business-man gorilla yet?” he growled into the pages he was reading.

“Not yet, Chief. I sent for the folders.”

“Get off your ass, man.”

Tucker looked incredulously at the Chief. Without looking up, Barquette growled: “Don’t look at me like that. What if your face froze like that?”

The other editors laughed.

“He gave me a shit-eating look, didn’t he?” Barquette said to the editor on his right.

The editor laughed, nodding.

“I know you like a fucking book, Tucker. And you know I read trash.”

All the editors laughed again. Tucker turned slightly pink.

“What about the Hettie Rouse story?” said an Editor when the laughing died down.

“How many stories about gorillas can you run on one front page?” said Barquette.

“You want to kill it?”

“What the fuck’s the matter with you?” thundered Barquette, now looking up. “How the hell are we going to kill a story about a piece of shit that killed her own pickaninny, held her down while her Spic boyfriend keyholed the kid? That’s a hell of a story.”

“I don’t know. You said—”

“I said we run with Hardie as the lead. Put the other gorilla with a sub-head at the top or the bottom of the front page, superimpose a little ugly picture of her, slanti-wise, then run her and the kid on page five. Lots of pictures.”

“What about Bosnia? I thought we were running that on five,” said the International Editor.

“A shortie on page four, and put the rest somewhere else. You should see the nice tits on her.”

“On who?” said the International Editor, looking at his copy of yesterday’s front page.

“Moses’ girl. Nice little handful tits. Built for speed, you know?” Barquette was back into the Bosnia copy again. “Nice little nipples. Sticking out of her sweater just so.”

Tucker shrugged and shook his head.

“Don’t fuckin’ shrug at me,” said Barquette, circling some copy, handing it to the female copy boy.

The other editors chuckled.

“Chief,” said the copy boy, “there’s somebody who wants to see you, waiting in the reception area.”

“Who’s that? I don’t have any fuckin’—freakin’, sorry, Annie—time to see anybody now. I’m in the middle of an edition.”

“He asked me to give you his card, Chief. Said he only wanted to say hello.” The copy boy handed Barquette a white business card embossed with a large gold shield of the Department of Justice, Drug Enforcement Administration. Beneath the gold badge was printed, “Michael O. Becker, Supervising Agent.”

“Becker’s here?” said Barquette, swiveling his chair to face the copy boy. She nodded and pointed to the area just outside the newsroom.

“Glenn, take the desk for a few minutes, okay? And watch that fucker—sorry, Annie—I meant to say Tucker. Watch he don’t try to pull a fast one.”

The editors laughed.


Criminal Courts Building : June 20, 1996 : 10:55 A.M.

When he left the courthouse after Red Hardie had been remanded, Sandro walked across the street to the M.C.C. (Metropolitan Correction Center) detention facility behind the Federal courthouse, where Hardie was to be taken, to check how long it would be before Red was processed and ready for a visit. The Officer behind the glass panel at the entrance said that it would be several hours, since the inmate had to be processed by the Marshals, fingerprinted, photographed, etc., and then brought for Bureau of Prisons processing at the M.C.C.

Sandro exited from the M.C.C., thinking that he could spend the time more constructively if he went to the Criminal Courts Building at 100 Centre Street to visit Hettie Rouse, the woman Red had asked Sandro to help. The first few hours after an arrest are critical, he knew. The D.A. and the police try to talk to the accused, perhaps lure them into making inculpatory statements before they have a lawyer to tell them to keep their mouths shut. Sandro entered one of the elevators inside the Criminal Courts Building. Already inside was Freddie Weisman, a balding, portly lawyer who regularly handled criminal cases.

“Hey, Sandro. What are you working on today?”

“I’m going to talk to that woman accused of killing her child.”

“Hettie Rouse? The one who held her kid down so the boyfriend could rape her? That’s probably a death penalty case. You’ll be lucky they don’t give you a lethal injection just for representing her.”

When the elevator stopped on the 13th floor, the two lawyers exited together, turning into the long corridor that led to Judge Harold Rothwax’s courtroom. “At least she won’t be a recidivist after the Prince of Darkness is through with her,” Freddie added with a smirk.

Sandro smiled tightly. Recidivists are people who continually return to the justice system, crime being their lifelong vocation. Judge Rothwax was occasionally called the Prince of Darkness by lawyers chaffed by his strict courtroom demeanor. They considered him harsh and arrogant. Sandro considered him intelligent, at worst, impatient, and at best, a friend. “You think the Prince will keep the case?”

“Actually, I wish he would,” said Sandro. “He’d keep the thing from becoming an abortion like the Simpson circus.”

“This is New York, Sandro, not Hollywood.”

Camera lights flared on as the gaggle of media people outside Judge Rothwax’s courtroom spied Sandro. Unlike the Federal Courts, where cameras are not allowed inside, the State courts allowed camera people into the hallways, though not inside the courtrooms. “Lots of luck,” said Weissman as he was swallowed into the crowd now converging on Sandro.

“Sandro, Sandro,” said Mike Pearl, the first reporter to reach Sandro. The diminutive Pearl had long been covering the courthouse for the Post. “Rothwax wants to appoint you to the Rouse case. Will you take it?”

“First I heard of any appointment.”

“Look over here, Counselor,” called a camera assistant as flood-lights streamed over Sandro.

“Sandro, can I interview you?” said the handsome Chris Borgen, a former cop, turned reporter. For years, he and Sandro had admired each other’s double-breasted suits.

“Let me talk to you guys later,” Sandro whispered to both Pearl and Borgen. “Not now, gentlemen and ladies,” he said more loudly to the other media people in the crowd. “I have to get inside.”

“You have any comment for us at this time?” said a reporter holding an ABC microphone.

“Not right now,” said Sandro as he opened the courtroom doors, leaving the swirling tempest behind.

In Judge Rothwax’s courtroom, everything was wood-paneled: the Judge’s bench, the Clerk’s and Court Reporter’s desks, the jury box with fourteen seats, upholstered in red leatherette. The Defense table was bolted to the floor, to prevent it being thrown by a defendant wanting to disrupt court proceedings. Above the Judge’s bench was a huge oil painting of an American Dame Justice, wrapped in the American flag, exhorting reason, justice, and even-mindedness. A door to the side, led to the detention cells below the courtroom.

When Hettie Rouse appeared yesterday for arraignment on charges of murder, her case was immediately adjourned for Grand Jury action. Now that a Grand Jury had indicted her—it didn’t take long for the District Attorney’s office to indict a high publicity case—the matter had appeared on Judge Rothwax’s calendar in the Supreme Court this morning. The case had been called earlier. When Rob Quintalian, the Assistant District Attorney in charge of the case, advised Judge Rothwax this was to be the first death penalty case presented in New York County since capital punishment was reinstated, the Judge told the Clerk to second-call the case so he could assign a Capital Defender.

Governor George Pataki had successfully campaigned for the Governor’s Office on the sham platform that he would lessen the crime rate by re-enacting the death penalty. Since ninety-nine percent of crimes, including rape, robbery, burglary, larceny, and drugs, carry no death penalty implication, lessening the crime rate by legislating a death penalty is just a public relations ruse. That fact notwithstanding, shortly after taking office, Pataki did, in fact, have a death penalty bill introduced in the State Legislature. The rest of the politicians, not wanting to appear soft on crime, went along with the gimmick.

Since there hadn’t been an execution in New York State for over thirty years, there were very few practicing lawyers who had any experience representing defendants who faced a death sentence. Thus, together with the capital punishment legislation, a Capital Defender Office had been established to indoctrinate qualified attorneys in the art of defending those accused of capital penalty crimes. Sandro had attended all the indoctrination seminars provided by the Capital Defender Office, and had qualified to be on the Capital Defender list. When Judge Rothwax saw Sandro’s name on the list, he decided to ask Sandro to take on the case. The Judge knew there would be a great deal of public and media scrutiny on this case, which meant, a protracted trial. As long as he was going to be have the Rouse case in front of him for a significant amount of time, the Judge thought, he might as well have counsel before him who could handle the job professionally.

“Good morning, Mr. Luca,” the Judge said to Sandro, who had just entered the courtroom.

“Good morning, Your Honor,” Sandro said as he walked up toward the velvet rope that separated the well of the courtroom from the audience.

“Are you available for an assignment to a capital case?”

“The Rouse case?” asked Sandro.

“The very one.”

“That’s who I’m here to see, Judge.” said Sandro.

“She your client?”

“Not sure yet. Maybe.”

“Excellent. Go in the back and see your client without delay.”

“Yes, Your Honor,” said Sandro.

The Judge wanted the media disorder out of his courtroom as soon as possible. In addition, aware that the media wanted to make their deadlines as soon as possible, the Judge was willing to accommodate them. After all, even judges want the picture editor to select a becoming photograph to run with the story.

Lawyers, seated in the first row of the courtroom, had heard the exchange between the Court and Sandro about the Hettie Rouse case. Now they watched Sandro walk toward the bullpen with a mixture of envy and relief: envious in that they would not be the subject of the media blitz that was sure to follow the case; relieved, for exactly the same reason, they would not have the responsibility of defending someone against the specter of death in the midst of a swirl of media intrusion.

Once Sandro was within the confines of the Correction Department, everything changed from paneled wood to industrial strength steel: stairways, cement floors, steel bars, steel benches, steel tables, stone block walls painted a neutral beige, with the names or initials of the hundreds who had passed through these passageways chipped into the paint; some names were painted over, some were carved out of the new paint. The musty smell of fear mixed with stale breath and body odor, punctuated by the aroma of stacks of skimpy baloney sandwiches on white bread, and paper cups of a diluted fruit punch piled on a cart, filled the atmosphere.

Sandro fished for his Correction Department pass, displaying it to the black female Correction Officer in tight blue uniform pants and shirt at a desk outside the lower holding cells at the bottom of the stairway.

“Who’d you want?” said the officer.

“Rouse.”

The Officer pursed her lips and grunted softly. She pointed overhead with a long fingernail that was lacquered and gold dusted. “She’s housed with the females, at the far end of the main corridor. You know where it is, Counselor.”

Sandro climbed the stairs and began to walk along the corridor, past holding cells filled with caged men, some sitting on benches, some on the floor, leaning against the bars, some completely prone, staring up at the ceiling. In the corner of the large cells were open toilets, separated from the other defendants and the guards by a chest high, 3 sided stainless steel screen.

“Hey, hey—you a lawyer, right?” said a young black man with a red handkerchief tied around his head. Sandro nodded. “You know lawyer Nusman?” Sandro nodded again. “You see him in court?”

“No, I didn’t,” said Sandro.

“You got a card, man. How much you charge to take my case, man?”

“You’ve got a lawyer, a good lawyer,” said Sandro.

“Hey, man—how much you charge? Maybe I take you for my lawyer.”

Sandro continued in the direction the guard had pointed.

The 12th floor of the Criminal Courts Building was entirely filled with cells, corridors, Correction Department work stations, and lawyers visiting rooms, all arranged to deliver Detainees to the courtrooms of the Supreme Court on the 11th and 13th floors of the courthouse. The 12th floor was connected with the Tombs, a jail facility in the most northerly wing of 100 Centre. On the 3rd floor, a similar maze of steel and cement fed the Criminal Court Courtrooms on the 2nd and 4th floors.

100 Centre Street was a complex in which most of the criminal cases in New York County (Manhattan—the smallest, but most illustrious county in the United States) were processed. The Criminal Court, the court of lower jurisdiction (cases classified as misdemeanors), was housed on the first four floors of the building. The District Attorney’s Office occupied the 6th through 9th floors, with a separate entrance on Hogan Place, named after the legendary former District Attorney, Frank Hogan, at the south of the building. On the 10th floor, the Clerk’s Office and the Probation Department were housed. Eleven through sixteen, except for the detention cells on twelve, were Supreme Court parts or courtrooms. On seventeen, the judges had their chambers and law library.

At the end of the corridor, Sandro was faced with a locked door of steel bars. “Gate,” he called aloud.

Somewhere in the distance, Sandro could hear a guard talking to someone about a testimonial dinner for a retiring officer.

“Gate!”

“Hold onto it,” the Guard’s voice called back harshly. The conversation about the retirement party continued. In a few moments, there was the sound of a phone being hung up. “Sandro?” said a voice in the corridor behind him. It was Sol Walter Cohen, an older lawyer who had been handling criminal cases for many years. He was sometimes called Sir Walter Cohen by inmates who couldn’t catch his name correctly. Not a brilliant, shooting-star lawyer, but Cohen was battle-tested, resilient, capable enough. He, too, was on the list of Capital Defenders.

“Hello, Sol.”

“I got the co-defendant,” said Sol.

“In my case?” Cohen nodded. “That’s great, Sol.”

Cohen did a combination nod and non-committal shrug. “We might have antagonistic positions. But, knowing you and me,” he shrugged again, “we’ll work it out.”

“What’s antagonistic?” said Sandro.

“Statements. She made statements to the cops and the D.A., put my guy right in the middle of it—along with herself, of course.”

“So, you’ll move for a severance.”

Cohen nodded and shrugged again. “A lot of good that’s going to do. They got my guy by the short hairs even without it. Schmuck made his own statements, implicating himself right up to his eyeballs. But, it’s a motion.”

“You here to see your guy?” asked Sandro.

“I saw him already. He’s not so appetizing. It’s an ugly case, Sandro. Really ugly. Wait “till you see the crime scene photos.”

“You’ve seen them already?”

Cohen nodded. “Quintalian let me go over last night, about five-thirty. Horrible pictures. Horrible! What these fucking animals did to that little kid. Burns, scars. Oy.” Cohen combined a shudder and shrug. “I just wanted to let you know about the statements—and the antagonistic defense.”

“No problem; you know that, Sol.”

Another nod and shrug.

“Hey, Counselor. What you making all the racket for?” called a Guard from deep inside the corridor as he walked toward the gate. The Guard inserted a large key into the lock of the barred gate. “I only got two—hands, that is—-just like you,”

“How you doing today?” said Sandro pleasantly. He would have to pass through these portals often again.

“Who you have to see?”

“Hettie Rouse.”

The Guard’s bottom lip curled slightly as he poked a thumb toward an interior corridor. “She’s over with the women, in Section A. Hit the main corridor, hang a right to the end, then right again. “And you, Counselor?” he said to Sir Walter.

“I already seen mine,” said Cohen, waving his hand in dismissal, turning to go down the stairs.

Sandro walked to the main corridor of the jail complex, the area known as the Bridge. Officers in blue shirts and silver badges, Supervisors in white shirts and gold badges, were busy with paper work at a large central desk. Off the main corridor were many tributaries leading to the various courtrooms. A stream of prisoners, escorted by guards, continually flowed in both directions, going to court or the lawyer interview room, or being escorted back from the bullpens to be held and returned to their cell blocks on Rikers Island. At the far end of the corridor, a female officer was seated at a desk, various sign-in books before her.

“Honey!” said the female Officer with a big smile when she saw Sandro. She was very dark, with ruby red lipstick and nails to match. “How you been, honey? And where you been?”

“To tell you the truth, I’ve been feeling lousy,” said Sandro.

“What’s the matter, darlin’?”

“I’ve been missing you like crazy.”

The officer whooped with a loud laugh, reaching out to slap Sandro’s palm. “Who you here to see today, hon?”

“Hettie Rouse.”

“Uh—oh,” the Officer said softly.

“Anything wrong?”

“Nothing with you, honey,” the Officer said with a shrug, a displeased grimace changing her face. “Ugly shit, that case. Real ugly. She’s over there,” the Officer indicated with a jut of her head.

Sandro walked past a cell with four women sitting on the bench against the back wall. One was an Hispanic dyke with her hair cut like a man, another an older woman; the other two, black, young.

“Rouse?” Sandro called through the bar, “Hettie Rouse.”

“That fucking cunt!” burst the dyke, rushing toward the bars. “You represent that cunt? What kind of fucking shyster are you?”

“Sit down,” shouted the Officer.

“That fucking cunt’s got to die. What she did,” the dyke said to the other women in the cell. “You fucking nigger,” the dyke put her face against the bars and shouted out toward other cells further along the corridor.

“Keep it down!” The Officer walked to the bars, staring the dyke back to her bench. She turned back to Sandro. “See what I mean, baby? Ugly.” She pointed Sandro to a cell deeper into the corridor. “Let me tell you something,” the Officer said softly as she and Sandro walked toward the other cell. “Something funny, maybe.”

“What’s that?” said Sandro.

“A case like this, you never put her,” she nodded toward Rouse’s cell “in there with them.” She nodded back toward the dyke and the others. ‘You keep her isolated. At least at first, you know? But when I got here this morning, she was in there, with them. The bull dyke wasn’t there then. Someone sent this bull dyke to be put in the cell with her. Man, I don’t need that kind of shit on my shift. I moved Rouse by herself before I had a riot or a dead body on my hands. That’s a funny thing to happen, you dig?”

“You think somebody put her in there and sent the dyke purposely, maybe to let her get hurt?”

The officer shrugged. “I don’t get paid to think, Hon.”

“You really think that could happen—about somebody putting her in there purposely?”

“Might be a mistake. But then again, might not. Might be on purpose; somebody not liking somebody accused of such a thing. I’m not sayin’ one way or the other. I just tell you that, honey, because you don’t need that kind of shit either, you dig what I’m sayin’?”

“I do. Thank you.”

“I don’t know if it means anything. That’s why I’m telling you. Two heads are better than one. Especially if they’re huddled together having drinks, you dig what I’m sayin’, darlin’?”

“You’re on.”

The Officer smiled. “I’ll wait to hear from you. She’s over there.”

Sandro walked past an empty cell. In a third cell, a small black woman, a girl really, sat on the bench against the far wall. She was frail, with bony arms, short hair, no make up, wearing a white tee-shirt and black jeans. This was the same outfit Rouse had been wearing when the photographers took the picture that was splashed over the entire front of the News and the Post. Even the Times carried a smaller version of Hettie Rouse being led by police, her face calm, composed, impassive.

“Hettie Rouse?” Sandro said softly. The woman looked up, her eyes wide, doe like, frightened. She nodded. “I’m Sandro Luca. I’m Red Hardie’s lawyer. He asked me to talk to you.”

The woman rose and walked to the bars, looking into Sandro’s eyes. Her expression was flat, passive.

“Hello,” said Sandro, reaching his hand through the bar. He felt three weak fingers and a thumb as she nodded her head again.

“This is my card.” He handed a card through the bars. “In the future, if you need anything, want to talk to me, call me. Collect if you haven’t any money. Okay?”

She nodded, studying the card.

“While you’re here, don’t talk to anyone, anyone, not a policeman, not a detective, not a guard, not even other prisoners about your case, understand?” She nodded. ‘You call me before saying or doing anything with anyone, okay?” She nodded again. “We’re going to have to go down to court in a few minutes. Nothing is going to happen today. They’ll just ask you how you plead, whether you’re guilty or not, understand? You just say ‘Not Guilty’.”

Hettie’s forehead creased with some confusion.

“I’ll be standing right next to you. I’ll be right beside you,” said Sandro.

“You fuckin’ nigger cunt,” called out the dyke from two cells over. Hettie’s eyes and mouth quivered involuntarily with fear. “Killing a kid! Your own kid. A gift, a gift from God. Letting that piece of shit stick it to your own kid. Someone’s going to stick it to you, you fuckin’ cunt!”

“Keep it down over there,” shouted the Officer.

“Fuck her and fuck you.”

“Take it easy,” cautioned the Guard.

Hettie began to weep silently, shaking her head.

“It’s okay, Hettie. That’ll stop in a few days. Where are they keeping you?”

“The Bing?”

“Segregation?”

Hettie nodded and made an affirmative sound.

“It’s for your own good,” said Sandro. Hettie nodded. “When we go downstairs to court—”

“Rouse,” called the Guard, walking toward the cell.

“Fuckin’ cunt!”

“Quiet!” the Officer said sharply. “They want her downstairs, Counselor.”

“Okay. When they ask you, Hettie, just say ‘Not Guilty’,” said Sandro. “I’ll take care of everything else. Understand?”

Hettie’s eyes studied Sandro carefully, letting his instructions sink in.

“You understand? The only thing you’ll have to say is ‘Not Guilty’.”

Hettie nodded. “How’s Mister Red?” she murmured.

“He’s fine. He wanted me to help you.”

Hettie began weeping again as the Officer led her out of the cell. She and Sandro walked toward the corridor leading to the courtroom.

“Let me out of here one second. I’ll save everybody the trouble,” shouted the dyke, her face pressed into the bars, as Hettie walked past the other cell. All the women in that cell were standing up by the bars now to watch Hettie. “Look at that fuckin’ piece of shit cunt. I’ll cut your fuckin’ head off and shit in your neck, you filthy bitch.”

Hettie grabbed and clung to Sandro’s arm.

“Shut up,” said the Guard.


D.E.A. Headquarters, N.Y.: June 20, 1996 : 11: 20 A.M.

“You busy, Boss?” Pete Mulvehill asked. He was standing at the open doorway of Supervisor Becker’s office.

“Come in,” said Becker, looking up from some papers on his desk. His jacket was off. He was wearing a pair of U.S. of A. suspenders: one brace red and white striped; the other blue with white stars. “What’s up?”

“Just got an interesting—well, unusual call from a reporter at The New York Post.”

“Oh?” Becker indicated a chair in front of his desk.

One wall of Becker’s office was covered with baseball caps with embroidered emblems and shields from at least 20 law enforcement agencies around the region and nation: Customs; F.B.I.; Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; Sheriff Departments; U.S. Marshals; Police Departments in several states. On a coat-hook in the corner, was a dark colored jacket with large yellow D.E.A. letters emblazoned on the back and sleeves. On another wall were pictures of Becker with people in various locales, all smiling and shaking hands. Side by side on the third wall were pictures of the President, the Vice President, and the D.E.A. Administrator.

Mulvehill sat. “The reporter wanted to know about some cash seizures that we made, including the one a couple of nights ago in Queens.”

“Really?” Becker leaned back in his chair, waiting.

“He wanted to know how much money was seized on each occasion, what happened to the money after we seized it, and why there were no arrests in any of the cases.”

“Did he mention any specifics?” said Becker.

“I brought the files,” Mulvehill handed Becker three folders he had taken from the file cabinets. “All Queens, six hundred thou on one, a mil on another, we grabbed it from the back of a girl’s car, and two hundred-thirty.” He handed the files to Becker. “He’s also asking about one that we don’t have a file for yet, the two point four mil we counted up last night, thanks to the snitch in Miami.”

Becker had begun to read the top file. “Who’s the reporter?” he asked, glancing up at Mulvehill.

“Jones. Greg Jones, from the Post.”

“How’d he ask about the cases? By amount? Names? Location?” Becker began skimming through the second file.

“On the first three, he had all the information, name, amount, location. On the two point four, he just gave me the amount—but the file on that hasn’t been put together yet.” Mulvehill stopped talking, waiting for Becker to finish reading or ask another question. He knew Becker to be like a Marine drill sergeant; he wanted snappy, direct answers, and was impatient with what he called ‘gratuitous comments’.

“And you told him?” Becker was skimming the third file. His eyes stopped moving as he waited for the answer.

“Nothing for me to tell him. I told him I’d have to find, look for the files.”

Becker nodded slightly, his eyes continuing to scan the third file. “The interesting thing is that all these files have a common thread,” said Becker, re-opening the first file.

“I didn’t read them, yet,” said Mulvehill.

“They’re all cases where Sandro Luca, the lawyer, made inquiries or put in claims for clients.” Becker picked up his phone and pressed a couple of the numbers. “Including, if I’m not mistaken, the two point four mil.” He listened to the phone receiver. “Lou, did a lawyer call in, inquiring about a couple of million dollar seizure yesterday?” He paused. “That’s what I thought. Seems a reporter from the Post is calling about some cash seizures, including that last one. Come in a minute, will you?” He was about to hang up the receiver, then, with another thought, touched other buttons on the key pad. “I think we ought to have Geraghty, too—Marty,” he said into the phone, “come on in. Yes, right away.” Becker hung up, his eyes roving through the files again. “Lou Castoro just told me that Luca called in late this morning about the two point four as well,” he said, not looking up.

“You wanted to see me, Boss?” Marty Geraghty said, coming to the doorway of Becker’s office.

“Yes, come in. Sit down.” He continued to read. “I’m just waiting for Lou.”

“Hey, bro,” Geraghty smiled at Mulvehill. They clasped each other’s hand and thumb in a ‘brothers’ handshake.

“I think you two might be getting a little too close to your work,” Becker said, studying his two agents.

Geraghty and Mulvehill exchanged quick, amused glances. Geraghty sat.

In a few moments, Lou Castoro, very tall and big, sometimes called Moose, came into Becker’s office. He low-fived both Geraghty and Mulvehill.

“Sit down, bros,” Becker said with a hard look at Castoro. “Pete just told me that he received a call from a reporter at The Post, a fellow by the name of Jones.”

“I know the guy,” said Geraghty. “He covers the Southern District.” Geraghty thought a moment. “He’s also the guy who wrote that story on how you can find traces of cocaine on almost every twenty dollar bill in everybody’s pocket, a couple of months back.”

“I read that,” said Mulvehill. He shifted his body on Becker’s couch so he could cross his heavy legs. “It was kind of a, ‘isn’t it time to do something else?’ article, as I remember it. He’s one of those do-gooders who wants to legalize drugs.”

“As opposed to a do-badder?” said Geraghty.

Mulvehill and Castoro chuckled.

“Listen up, you three,” said Becker, serious. The Agents fell silent quickly. “The intriguing thing about Mr. Jones’s call is that he inquired about particular cash seizures, referring to them by specific amounts. Is that right?” he said to Mulvehill.

Mulvehill nodded. “Rounded the amounts, but pretty much right on the button, the six hundred was actually—”

“The point is,” Becker cut him off, “three of these cases involved stops we made in Queens, as a result of information from the same singular, local Colombian C.I.—whose identity we particularly want to keep under wraps. Even more interesting: the fourth amount is a seizure that hasn’t even had time to have a file made on it …” Becker paused, thinking silently.

None of the Agents spoke, knowing there was more coming.

“Most significantly,” Becker resumed, “Sandro Luca made an inquiry about every one of those seizures, right, Pete?” Mulvehill nodded. “Tell you anything?” Becker said toward the Agents.

“That the same attorney is going to put in another claim for the fourth?” said Castoro.

“Possibly,” Becker nodded. He looked at Geraghty. Then Mulvehill. Backto Geraghty.

“What’s your read on it, Boss?” said Geraghty.

“What’s yours?”

“Somebody is feeding the reporter that information,” said Geraghty. “Couldn’t be he picked it up in the courthouse, since the last one isn’t in the courthouse.”

Becker nodded again. He looked at Mulvehill.

“It wouldn’t be from the C.I.,” said Mulvehill. He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward on the edge of the couch. “He’s hardly going around giving out information about his own cooperation. Unlikely, too, that it’s the Claimants. If they’re still in the country, they probably don’t speak enough English to talk to a reporter. The only one it could be is the lawyer. You see it as the lawyer, Boss?”

“Is there any other way to see it, gentlemen?” said Becker.

The three of them looked at each other, then Becker. They all shook their heads.

“He was the lawyer for Hardie in your case over in the courthouse until the Judge relieved him of duty, was he not?” Becker said to Geraghty. Geraghty nodded.

“He seems to be very involved in drugs and druggies,” said Becker. “What does anybody know about him? Marty? You’ve had the most contact with him.”

“Nothing much, nothing particular,” said Geraghty. “Good lawyer. Dresses real well. Nothing about him personally.”

“It seems to me that we ought to know something about him personally,” said Becker. “It seems he has such a curiosity about our work that he’s hooked a friendly reporter into making inquiries for him. Why, you wonder? Could it be because he sympathizes with what Mulvehill described as the ‘do-gooder attitude’ of the reporter? Perhaps Luca wants to give him ammunition to write more liberal horse dung about the war on drugs, that it’s a breeding ground for vice and corruption, that it ought to be legalized—the latest garbage routine. Which is not very gratifying, considering all the butt busting hard work we’re doing,” Becker said with some irritation. “We don’t need any more anti-Drug War crap in the papers. By the way, what’s with Galiber? Have we been looking into his personal activities? Something to slow his drug legislation?”

“We’re continuing surveillance,” said Geraghty.

“Anything?”

“He’s very cautious with the twist, if that’s what you mean,” said Geraghty. “She’s still around. But they haven’t been going anywhere alone.”

“I’ve undertaken to get some friends of ours to help us out with Galiber. Some politicians in Albany. See if we can bury the legislation in committee so it never sees the light of day.” Becker thought quietly. “I saw some newspaper people as well. I wish I knew about this reporter earlier today.” Becker thought silently again. “On the other hand,” Becker picked up the thread of his previous thoughts, “on the other hand, there might be a more insidious motive to Mr. Luca’s interest in our work. He might be trying to come in the back door to flush out the C.I. for the drug people that he works for in Colombia. Help identify the C.I. so they can eliminate him.”

“You’re talking about the lawyer?” said Mulvehill. Becker nodded. “You think the lawyer works for the Colombians?”

“Where do you think that lawyer gets all these clients who had money seized? Not from the money launderers we collar. Most of them are just mules. They don’t have enough know-how to get in touch with this lawyer. It’s just too coincidental that they all called the same guy to represent them. But the people they work for, the ones the money actually belongs to, the Bosses in Colombia, would probably direct them to the same lawyer. They’ve got plenty of dough, right? So they offer the lawyer a large bonus to put in these Claims, have some hearings, flush out the identity of the singular informant who’s providing the information we’ve used to make the seizures.”

The agents listened to Becker intently. Mulvehill nodded silently.

“That sheds a different light on it, doesn’t it?” said Becker, looking into each of their eyes.

“If that were the case—and it might be,” said Geraghty, “then it certainly would.”

“That’s why I think it would be prudent for us to find out as much as we can about this lawyer,” said Becker. “Pete, I want you to check out his background, the Bar Associations, all of them, the Courts, the Grievance Committee, the Prosecutor’s office, local and federal, whatever we can find. Marty, see what you can glean from the files, his involvement with the Brotherhood. This lawyer might be the link between the Colombians and the Brotherhood.”

“Between the Brotherhood and the Colombians?” Geraghty repeated.

“Maybe. That’s another interesting angle, isn’t it?” said Becker. “Maybe he’s trying to smoke out the informant, not for the Colombians, but for his client, Hardie. That guy’s going down for sure, right, Marty?”

“Unless there’s a miracle about to happen.”

“Maybe Hardie smells a rat in the Brotherhood case, and he’s looking to put the guy in the ground before he goes down. So he asks the lawyer to flush out the informant for him.”

“What’s the connection between the two cases, other than cocaine?” Mulvehill asked.

“Not important,” said Becker. “Either way, whether for the Colombians or for Hardie, it seems the only reason the lawyer’d be trying to identify informants is to assist his clients in their extermination.”

“Or, if it’s the first scenario,” said Geraghty, “like Pete said, he may be a do-gooder.”

“I didn’t say the lawyer was a do-gooder,” said Mulvehill, “I said the reporter—”

“Okay, gentlemen, let’s stay focused,” said Becker. “Let’s just find out for sure which side of the fence the lawyer’s on,” said Becker. “If he’s a do-badder, to use a term you seem to like, trying to help in the extermination of cooperators, that’d be a serious crime. I think we ought to get on this, right away. Treat it as a top priority, Top priority! Get back to me as soon as you get something. Okay, gentlemen?” He handed the files back to Mulvehill. “Pete, stay a minute.”

Mulvehill nodded, turning back to Becker’s desk. Becker made a motion, indicating that he wanted the door shut.

“We really have to know what’s making this lawyer tick,” Becker said to Mulvehill in a more confidential tone. “Speak to our Colombian informant, find out if he knows anything about the lawyer. Maybe he should talk to his people in Colombia, find out from them what they know about him. Maybe we ought to send an undercover to see the lawyer.”

“An undercover? That involves the rules. You want me to go through channels, check with Washington if it’s okay, or you want to do a different kind of job?”

“We don’t yet have enough information to convince Justice that we ought to be investigating this lawyer. Especially if he’s involved in, or was involved in, a case on trial, and is the lawyer for people putting in Claims. Too much explaining to do in Washington; too involved.”

“No problem,” said Mulvehill.

“Can you believe he’s even inquiring about a seizure we don’t even have a file for yet?” Mulvehill nodded. “Had a specific amount. A name. If he’s the good lawyer Geraghty described, he’s probably calling all over the place—Washington, all the local prosecutors—beating all the bushes stirring up muck.”

“No doubt.”

“We ought to get on top of this inquisitive lawyer right away, and, if necessary, close him down,” said Becker.

“Close him down?”

“In a nice way,” said Becker. “See if we can get him dirty on something.” He and Mulvehill stared steadily at each other. Mulvehill nodded and stood up. “Done.”


M.C.C., New York : June 20, 1996 : 12:55 P.M.

M.C.C. is the standard denomination given by the Federal Bureau of Prisons to its detention facilities in major cities where detainees (individuals charged, but not tried) await legal proceedings. M.C.C, New York was situated immediately behind the old Federal courthouse, connected to it by an enclosed bridge which spanned the City street that separated the two buildings. The new courthouse, built just north of those buildings, had inmates brought to it through an underground tunnel.

When Sandro retraced his steps to the M.C.C. after visiting with Li’l Bit and handling her arraignment, there was a queue of visitors in front of the closed entrance door, awaiting the beginning of family visiting time. Many little children, neat, in their Sunday clothes, struggled to run free as they were restrained by mothers who were all gussied and perfumed, waiting to visit husbands, fathers, boyfriends, lovers. There were some female detainees at the M.C.C, but in the main, the inmates were men.

Sandro walked past the waiting line and opened the door to the building. While family and social visits are restricted to certain times and certain days, lawyers are permitted to visit their clients everyday from early in the morning until eight at night.

“Help you, Counselor?” said an Hispanic Officer inside a glass-enclosed cubicle just beyond the entrance. A metal tag on his shirt indicated that his name was Rodriguez. Another Officer within the cubicle, tall, black, was talking into a telephone as he read from some papers.

“Counsel visit,” said Sandro.

“Who you here to see?”

“O.T. Hardie,” said Sandro.

“Red? The Man himself?” asked the Hispanic Officer.

“The very one.”

“Red Hardie receiving visitors yet?” the Officer inquired, affecting a haughty accent.

The black Officer inside the cubicle could be seen laughing.

“Big man on campus, Counselor. Very big. I’d say he’s the most illustrious detainee we’ve had in a long time. What kind of guy is he?”

“Great guy, right down to earth,” said Sandro.

“If I had his dough, I’d be a gentleman, too. Fill out your paperwork and stand by the machine. I’ll be right out.”

Sandro filled out a requisition form on which he wrote his name and address, his client’s name and registration number, and assured the authorities that he was not carrying explosives, weapons, drugs, cigarettes, or contraband of any kind.

Across from the reception cubicle, at the opening to a corridor that permitted visitors to pass to a waiting area behind the cubicle, stood a conveyor belt x-ray machine and a magnetometer which scanned the people and packages to be brought into the interior of the facility. The Hispanic Officer stepped out of the cubicle.

“Put any metal objects in the tray—keys, coins, pens, belt buckles—anything metal,” said the Officer. Sandro stepped through the magnetometer; the buzzer atop the door frame remained silent. “Left hand, Counselor.” The officer pressed a rubber stamp onto the back of Sandro’s hand. It left no visible impression. “You’re okay. Step inside and sign in.”

The glassed-in cubicle actually divided a large reception area into two sections. The front section was to initially screen all visitors and packages. The section behind the cubicle served as a waiting area with rows of seats. On a shelf, suspended from the back of the cubicle were two large ledger books. Sandro signed his name into the lawyers’s visiting ledger, and wrote the name of the inmate he was visiting, the inmate’s Bureau of Prison’s Register number, and the time of day he entered.

“That’s right, ma’am. You can only visit one day a week,” the black Officer, still inside the cubicle, said into the telephone cradled between his head and shoulder. Sandro slid his lawyer’s card through a slot in the glass. By rote, the Officer slid out to Sandro a pink identification tag with a small alligator clip to attach to his lapel. “I can’t help that ma’am—you need a locker, Counselor?” the Officer said from the side of his mouth as he half-listened to the phone. Sandro shook his head. “Red Hardie?” he said to Sandro softly from the side of his mouth. Sandro nodded. “Damn!” the black Officer murmured.

“You get your paperwork yet, Counselor?” said the first Officer, now walking into the waiting area.

“Yes.” He handed the completed requisition sheet back to the Officer, who initialed the document and picked up another telephone.

“Hello, Ross. This is Rodriguez, front desk. I got a Counsel visit for Red Hardie. That’s right, the main man. Ask Mr. Red if he would mind getting off his pillows to attend a Counsel visit?” He listened. “My man, if I had his dough, I would not get out of bed, ever.” He guffawed. “Ask him to step down to the Lawyers’s Visiting Room.” The Officer chuckled again as he hung up the phone and handed the initialed page back to Sandro.

Sandro passed his left hand under an ultra-violet light; the word “STAFF” appeared on the back of his hand. As part of the Bureau of Prison’s policy, the stamped message, even which hand it was stamped on, were varied daily. Entering through six more glass and steel doors, each unlocked electronically, one at a time, only after the door behind was locked tight, Sandro ascended to the third floor in an elevator controlled by personnel inside a central control room on the main floor of the building. After signing his name into yet another ledger book, passing his hand under another ultra-violet light, Sandro was seated in a small waiting area facing various small, glass-doored visiting rooms. Some of the rooms were already occupied by other lawyers visiting clients.

In the center of the Lawyers’s Waiting Room was a desk at which a black female Officer sat. Another Officer, white, beefy, with the regulation long, silver keychain hung from a clip on his belt, disappearing into his back pocket, stood at the side of the desk. All of the male prisoners who came into the room wore either a dark brown (signifying a non-problem inmate) or orange (potential problem) government-issued jumpsuit. When they finished their lawyer visits, the male Officer took each prisoner into the men’s toilet to strip search them before they were permitted to return to their housing unit. The few female prisoners were dressed in sky blue jumpsuits and were strip searched by the female Officer at the desk.

“Who you here to see again, Counselor?” the female Officer said to Sandro after he had been waiting for fifteen minutes.

“O.T. Hardie.”

“Mr. Red is probably having his afternoon massage.” The Officer picked up her phone. “Hello, Ross, darling. This is Collette. I have a lawyer waiting patiently for Mr. Red Hardie,” she paused. “I can’t tell him that,” she smiled, winking at Sandro. “Have you sent him down yet?” She nodded. “He’s waiting for Control to send up the elevator,” she said to Sandro as she hung up the phone. “Must be quite a come-down for a man like Mr. Hardie, a real elegant dude, to wear one of these here baggy jumpsuits and eat jail food,” she remarked to both Sandro and the other Officer.

“Is the glass half-full or half-empty?” said the male Officer.

“What glass?” said the female Officer.

“Depends on how you look at it. Step inside,” the male Officer directed an Hispanic prisoner who exited from a visiting room. “He may be wearing jumpsuits now, but he’s been living high on the hog, very high on the hog, for a long time. He had a good run, you know what I mean? Hey, I wouldn’t complain if I had a shot at that kind of high life like I been reading about in the papers, for a year or two. The glass is half-full, right, Counselor?” The Officer followed the prisoner into the toilet room.

“A philosopher,” said the female Officer.

Sandro smiled and nodded.

“Red Hardie’s done some wonderful things for the people uptown,” said the female Officer. “I have a cousin who takes her kids, every morning, to a breakfast center he set up, pays for out of his own pocket. Every six months, they have—the kids and my cousin—a medical checkup, at no charge. I’m not making any judgments, but not many people in this immediate area, in charge of putting bad people in jail, do those kinds of things for people.”

“You won’t hear any argument from me,” said Sandro.

The entrance door was unlocked from the outside, and two more prisoners arrived for their Counsel visits. The female Officer took their identification cards and logged them in. After another fifteen minutes, Red Hardie came into the Lawyers Visiting Room. Red, handsome and elegant, even in a brown jumpsuit somewhat short in the leg, and a pair of white sneakers—the Bureau of Prisons insists on sneakers, not shoes—smiled.

“Hello, Sandro,” Hardie said with a wide smile. He shook Sandro’s hand. “Nice tie. I didn’t notice it earlier.”

“Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself.”

“Brown’s not my favorite color,” Red shrugged.

The two Officers, the other prisoners who were waiting to be interviewed, two other waiting lawyers, even some of the prisoners and lawyers through the glass doors in the visiting rooms, took furtive glances at the celebrity.

“I need your card, Mr. Hardie,” said the female Officer.

“Calling me ‘Red’ is fine. How you doing today,” he smiled pleasantly, looking at the Officer’s identification tag, “Miss Ferguson?” Red handed her his identification card.

“Just fine, Mr. Hardie,” she replied smiling. “You can have room eight again.” She pointed to a corridor at the side of the waiting room.

“Yes, thank you,” Hardie smiled and nodded.

A fragrance of cologne wafted behind Hardie as he walked ahead of Sandro along the corridor leading to other visiting rooms off a side corridor, wholly out of the view of the Officers, lawyers, and other prisoners.

Interview Room 8 was the last, and, therefore, the least trafficked, room. Although this room had a regulation glass door, a vertical girder jutting out from one of the side walls partially concealed the interior of the room from view of the corridor.

“You seem pretty familiar with the joint already,” said Sandro.

“The people are okay here. Leppard snuck in to see me just before you arrived,” Red said as he sat in a chair against the wall. “These rooms may be isolated, but I’ll bet a good pair of shoes they have a listening device in here somewhere.” He motioned to Sandro for a piece of paper and something with which to write.

“We don’t say things that can’t be recorded, so it doesn’t matter,” said Sandro as he took out his pen and one of the jotting cards he kept in his pocket.

“For sure, for sure.” As he spoke, Red wrote on the card.

“Leppard’s okay, then?” said Sandro idly, watching Red write.

“Just a heavy-duty nose-bleed.” Red slid the card to Sandro. He had written: “Some friends uptown, have friends who work here. They got in touch with them for me.” Sandro nodded.

“Just for the tape, I had nothing to do with Leppard getting that bloody nose, or anything else. How the hell do you start a nose-bleed, anyway?” He chuckled. “That Judge is really stretching if she believes I had something to do with that. They couldn’t even agree on why they remanded me. The Judge said because of Leppard, and then Dineen says for security reasons. None of it is true, Sandro. You know that, don’t you?”

“Whatever the real reason, Red, the Judge, Dineen, and the F.B.I, were all obviously in on it.”

“For sure, for sure.” Red shrugged. “More importantly, you’re not mad at me for telling the Judge I didn’t want you as my Counsel, that stuff in the Courtroom, are you, Sandro? I didn’t mean to insult you. We go back too far.”

“Red, I understood exactly what was going on. My job as a lawyer is to protect your best interests, not to look good in front of the Judge or the other lawyers.”

Red smiled. “I just wanted to be sure you understood.”

“No need, Red.”

“And don’t mind I had Leppard come see me, Sandro. You’re ten times the lawyer he is. Twenty times. It’s just that he’s good at running errands, doing leg-work I don’t want to bother you with.” Red wrote on the card again. He slid the card to Sandro. “I had my friend (Lady) go to paralegal school. Just in case of something like this. I recommended Leppard hire her when we started the trial.” Red looked at Sandro and winked. “I didn’t want you involved in that.”

Sandro nodded he understood.

“You remember what I said at the very beginning of the case, when the Government sent over the Discovery material to your office, when they gave us all the tapes from the bug in the club? I knew from what they gave us that there was a mole somewhere.” Red pointed to the ceiling again. “And I sure don’t give a rat’s patootee that they know that we know there’s a rat.”

“I remember.”

Red took the card back from Sandro and wrote: “That’s when I decided to put this paralegal thing together. Just in case I ended up here.” He slid the card back to Sandro. “The way the case was being played out,” he said aloud, “I knew eventually, during, or after, the trial, they’d remand me.”

“Good foresight beats good hindsight every time, Red.”

“When I said I didn’t want you as my lawyer, Sandro, nobody wants to take a fall, that’s for sure,” said Red. “When Leppard got sick, it just popped into my head, desperation thinking, really, just hoping maybe it would give me a little more rope to play with.” He shrugged. “Listen, Sandro, I mentioned to you in the Courtroom, just before all the fireworks started, that I wanted you to see if you could help Hettie Rouse.”

“I’ve already seen her.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No. While I was waiting for you to be processed, I went over to 100 Centre and saw her. I’ve already pleaded her ‘Not Guilty’.”

There was a discreet knock on the glass door. Sandro, who was sitting in the chair that could be viewed from the corridor, turned. Officer Ferguson stood outside the door. Sandro stood and went to the door. Red leaned over and peered at the Officer.

“Sorry to bother you,” the Officer said deferentially toward Red as Sandro opened the door. “Your paralegal, Miss Henry is here.”

“Fine, fine,” Red said. “Let her come in.”

The Officer stood aside. A beautiful, dark woman, her hair back in a French twist, with simple diamond earrings in her ears, appeared in the doorway. She wore a black, pinstriped business suit. Miss Henry entered the visiting room. She glanced back through the door and smiled at the Guard. When the Officer left, Miss Henry smiled at Red, touching her lips to his cheek. She carefully wiped away any trace of lipstick with her fingers.

“Miss Henry, Jessye, this is Sandro Luca.”

“I know. I recognize him from the television coverage,” she said, reaching three soft fingers for Sandro to shake gently.” You look much better in person.”

“You’re very kind.”

“Listen, Jessye, Sandro and I were just discussing something a little confidential. You mind going outside and putting some coins in that soda machine?”

“Not at all,” she said. “Let me put this down,” she said, placing the legal sized portfolio she was carrying on the desk. She smiled and left the room.

“Nice lady,” said Hardie.

“Seems that way,” agreed Sandro.

“Listen, Sandro,” There was deep concern on Red’s face now. “Li’l Bit’s got real problems, doesn’t she?”

“You mean Hettie Rouse?”

“Yes, that’s what she’s called, Li’l Bit.”

“D.A. said he’s going for the death penalty. She made statements, and her boyfriend made statements. They’re both kind of dead on the charges. The death penalty phase may be the only area where we may have a chance, if we can prove some mitigating factors, things from her past which show that the crime was the product of some horrible childhood, background.”

“Hmmm-mmm. Awful, just awful,” said Red, shaking his head. His thoughts drifted to something far-off for a moment. “I can tell you what I know about her background, if that’ll help.”

“Let’s go,” said Sandro, taking a pad from his portfolio.

“You want to start putting together the girl’s defense already?”

“No time like the present. You want me to defend her, don’t you?”

“Yeah, sure. She needs somebody who’s not going to cave in.” Red said. “She and her family lived upstairs, top floor, rear, in the same building I lived in when I was first married, 467 West 147th Street. I mostly knew her father. Nice enough guy, hard-working—worked two jobs so he could pay for prep school.”

“Hettie Rouse went to prep school?”

“No, her brother did. The father was very partial to the brother. I don’t know why. Maybe because the son was very light-skinned, wouldn’t know he was black. The father was almost white himself. Hettie, obviously, is real dark.” Red shrugged. “Black people are prejudiced about color too, you know. I used to see the father around the neighborhood on weekends. We’d say hello, have a drink together sometimes. He’d talk about the boy, and the plans that he had for him. Wanted him to make it in the world, be a professional, a dentist or a doctor. Hettie, on the other hand, went to the local public school. Had a hard time of it, too. She was always a little slow, Sandro. They put her in Special Ed, you know, for slow kids. The old man never talked about her.”

Sandro made notes as Red spoke.

“The mother was nice enough too. A little light up here,” Red tapped his temple with a long index finger. “I don’t think dumb, as much as flighty-like, you know. The husband wasn’t home too much. Like I said, he worked a day job, I think for a moving company, grunt work. At night, he was a security guard somewhere. The mother was a little lonely, I guess, started hanging out at a joint on Lenox Avenue—the Tipple Inn or The Owl and the Pussycat—I owned the joint for a while,” he chuckled. “Had so many different names, I can’t remember them all. Anyway, I guess, in her loneliness, she started to mingle with guys that hung out in the joint, if you know what I mean. After a while, she must have thought, ‘why give all this good stuff away for nothing?’ I guess she figured she could put out and earn a little spending money at the same time.”

“Everybody in the family was working hard,” said Sandro.

“She wasn’t a major league hooker, or anything, you know. Just, kind of semi-pro. She turned a few tricks, just for fellas she knew, not everyday.” Red shrugged. “However it happened, the old man found out about it, and had a fit, I mean a fit. Man, it didn’t take him but a couple of days. He put his son in a military academy in Long Island, and the old man was out of there. Left Hettie and the mother just like that.” Red snapped his fingers. “She never saw the guy—or the son, for that matter—again.”

“The mother and Hettie stayed in the building?” said Sandro.

“Yeah, yeah. The mother had a rent controlled apartment. I think her folks had the apartment before her. Paid like forty dollars a month. When the folks went on, the daughter, Hettie’s mother, stayed in the apartment. When the husband left, she stayed on with Hettie.”

Red stopped speaking, pensive. He seemed troubled by the story he was recounting. Sandro waited patiently.

“After the husband left, the mother really started hanging out at the bar. She kinda made her way from the minors to the major leagues at that point, turning tricks to keep her body—and Hettie’s body—and soul together. I’d give her some money from time to time. But her sense of insecurity, I guess, kept her working anyway. I ran into the father a few years later, somewhere. We said hello, had a drink. He tells me he was sending the son to Princeton, then when he was finished, he wanted him to go to one of the Ivy League Medical Schools. I think the kid actually did become a doctor. Used another name, a different name.” Red snapped his fingers repeatedly, trying to recall something. “I’ll think of it in a minute.”

“Not important,” said Sandro, “that way it’ll come back to you sooner.”

Red smiled. “Anyway, at some point, the mother takes in some guy. Must have had a couple of bucks, laid money on the table every week. But he was a fall-down drunk, too. A mean, fall-down drunk, you know the kind. Actually, if you come right down to it, he was a piece of garbage. Took out his anger or frustration on the mother. Used to beat her up. That’s her business, you know, the mother’s. But this degenerate beat up on Hettie too. She told me about it one time. She was coming down the stairs, and I was just going out of my apartment. My wife and me lived on the second floor, they—Hettie and the mother—lived up two more floors. She says ‘Mr. Hardie, can I talk to you?’ She was a respectful little child. Called me ‘Mr. Hardie’. I think, maybe, she looked up to me like a father figure because I was a friend of the father or something. She tells me she was ready to leave home, she was so unhappy. So I take her for a ride in my car, down to Conrad’s or one of them places, on 125th Street, for something to eat so we can talk.”

“How old was she at this point?” said Sandro.

“I guess about seventeen, eighteen,” said Red with a pause. “While she’s having something to eat—man, she had an appetite, she ate everything in sight.” Red laughed. “She was a really nice kid. Anyway, she tells me this character, the mother’s boyfriend, is beating the mother, knocking her around once in a while, and he’s molesting her.” Red became angry at the thought as he spoke. “The miserable dog is molesting the kid—she was too embarrassed to even tell me about it, so I don’t know how far he went. But, Jesus, I saw purple when she told me. I don’t know why. I just did. You know I never had any kids of my own, Sandro. And, guys that mess with kids …” Red’s jaw muscles flexed hard for a few seconds. “Anyway, I get twisted out of shape while she’s telling me this. But I keep my cool. You know, I didn’t want to upset the kid any more than she was. I told her not to leave home, that I would talk to this sleazy character. I didn’t make a big deal out of it at the time. I was real calm.”

“You ever talk to the guy?”

“Did I ever,” said Red. “I waited for him one morning when he left the house. I wanted the sucker sober. I said good morning, started to walk toward the corner with him, like I was going that way myself. About halfway up the block, there was an alley that led into a backyard. The building in the back was all bricked up. So that’s where I figured I wanted to talk to this guy. He was a mechanic or something, worked on cars. I told him that I bought this here Stutz Bearcat, a real old legend of a car. Everybody knows I liked exotic cars, even then. The guy says no kidding. I say, yeah. And I’d like you to look at it, see what you think about it. He says, sure. So he comes with me into this alley, and he’s all expectin’ to see the Stutz. He asks me, how the hell did you get the car back here. I said we came the other way.

“When we get to the back of the building,” Red continued, “there is no car, and the guy looks at me, like what the hell. But then he sees my face, and he knows there’s somethin’ on my mind. And I tell him, real clear, real direct, that I happen to think that being a drunk and beating up little kids is for punks. And molesting the little girl who he, as the man of the house, is supposed to be taking care of, is the lowest of the low. He right away starts to deny anything like that ever happened. I take out my blade,” Red made a hand motion, unfolding a knife, “and I tells him, putting it right up under his chin, that he so much as talks bad to that Hettie girl, I was going to slit his throat.

“He swears, tears in his eyes, that he never did nothin’, that he wouldn’t do nothin’ in the future to the girl.” Red held his hand high, as if he were holding a knife to the man’s neck. “I give him a little slice. Man, that knife was sharp. A beautiful knife. And it just creases the guy, right here,” he pointed to the fold where the back of his jaw meets the neck. “Just a scratch. I watched the guy’s eyes fluttering—you know, like Money when he starts thinking hard?” Sandro nodded. “Like that, as I drew the knife across his neck.

“I told him I’d kill him if he ever so much as said a foul word to her again. I don’t think the dirtbag stayed around two more weeks after that. He lit out of there,” Red slapped his palms together, “like he was a greased pig. Mother took up with someone else not long after.” Red shrugged at the remembrance.

“How old was Hettie by this time?”

“I guess, at the time, she was about, what, nineteen? Something like that. When I seen the newspapers, with this thing that she’s accused of, the papers say she is now twenty-seven. I figured back, that she must have been about seventeen at the time her real father left. This was a couple of years later.”

“Ever have anything else to do with her after that?” said Sandro.

“Yeah.” Red grimaced. “She was real happy that this piece of trash was no longer in the house, bothering her. So she was real friendly, grateful, whatever. Now I was always a restless guy. Used to be, anyway. Always on the move, doing business, making contacts, keeping things going. And when I wasn’t working, I was relaxing from being overworked. My wife’d rant and rave. But, hell, man, I was crazy for clothes and women. God! Women. We didn’t have no kids. And about that time, the product, you know, the product, was just clicking in with folks who weren’t black. And, man, after that, the money, hell, we didn’t know what to do with it all, where to stash it. I had cars, clothes, women. And, once in a while, I’d take Hettie to dinner over at the Flash Inn. Over on a Hundred Fifty-Fifth near the bridge. And, drive her home. Nothing happening. Just enjoy a bite together.”

“Yes?”

“After a long time,” Red paused, thoughtfully. “I offered her a joint one night as we was driving home. She must have been twenty-one, twenty-two, by this time.”

“Okay.”

“And she takes a toke. She liked it. It made her feel like velvet, she said. And we smoked a bit that night. Nothin’ else.”

“Nothing else that night?” said Sandro. “Is that what you’re saying? Nothing else that night?”

“Yeah, well, later, after a while, I don’t remember how long, she and me, we went to this motel over in Jersey, just past the George Washington Bridge—Christ, Sandro, I didn’t know how old she was—maybe I just didn’t want to know. Man, she had a woman’s body, really beautiful. Mmm, hmm, that girl was the sweetest, I mean, in the nicest way, Sandro, the sweetest little cuddle. We’d smoke, love. Christ! Went on for about six months or so. Now, I read the paper that she’s a stone junkie, and I think back on it, and …” Red shook his head.

Sandro waited. “What happened after the six months?”

“Well, once in a while, not very often, I would personally take a little heavier stuff, you know?”

“Cocaine?”

“Yeah,” said Red. “Just a little dab from time to time.” Red looked around, up at the ceiling, “you can get it right in here,” he mouthed silently, looking seriously at Sandro, raising his hand as if swearing to the truth of his statement.

“Really?” said Sandro.

“God’s truth.”

“What about Hettie?”

“She’d never done that before. And she seen me doing some, and she wanted to try it. See what it was like, you know? I said no, but she kept insisting, so after a while, I let her. Man!” Red exclaimed, slapping his palms together again. “You’d a thought she died ’n went to heaven. She loved the stuff, man. Loved it. She’d want to go to the motel all the time, get high, get it on. Man, she was wild then.” Red looked at Sandro, nodding, solemn now. “You know, after I read about her in the paper, being drugged up, hanging out with that Spanish trash on the Bowery, or wherever, killing her own kid, man, and then I thought about giving her that first stuff—and that all made me think of my wife, and how I lost her because I was in the business—she never approved of my being in the business no how, said she’d leave me if I didn’t stop. Hell, I was too crazy to stop.” Red paused for a moment, thinking of something. He shook his head. “Well, after I read about this kid, and then thought about my wife, my life, all the things I did to myself, to others, with this stuff, because of this stuff, I thought to myself, Red, what did you do? Look at where you are now, and look where you going! And look what I did to that little girl.” Red shook his head again.

“Red, you weren’t responsible for Hettie turning out the way she did,” said Sandro, gazing across the table at Red. “Inside, she was already prone to the stuff, an accident waiting to happen.”

“Yeah, but I happen to be the guy who woke it up in her. I didn’t help any.”

“It would have happened anyway, with you or without you. You could give some people all the alcohol or narcotics you want, and they will definitely not get hooked. Maybe they’d just take a dab, as you say, just to figure out what it was about. But they will just not be into it. But there are others, like this Hettie, they’re gone the minute they get their first contact high.”

“That’s what happened, Sandro. I couldn’t stop her after she got her first snort of the hard stuff. I’m the way you described. I do it occasionally, just like that. Do, if I want, don’t, if I don’t. But Hettie! I couldn’t stop her no matter what I tried. I saw what she was getting like, so I’d try to make it scarce, say that there wasn’t any around, that I couldn’t get any. Hell, that’s when me and the boys were really getting started. We had the stuff piled up in closets. The money, too, like I said. But when I wanted to slow her down, hell, she just went off and got it some place else. That’s how she met her husband.”

“She has a husband?”

“Well, I don’t know if she was really married, you know, in a church, or by a preacher or nothing, or if she’s still with the guy. He was another coke head who used to push some stuff on a Hundred Fifty-Ninth Street. We probably sold it to the guy who supplied him, I don’t know. Wherever he was getting it, she would get it from him. She started to hang out with him, and the next thing you know, well, it was sad, really sad. Now that I’ve seen the result of it, it’s sadder yet.”

“Was she still living in the building?”

“We moved. My wife and me, we moved to Central Park West and Ninety-Sixth Street. I was into a lot of real estate by then. Things were going good. So we moved. But I was always around the neighborhood. I was always out and around. That was my addiction, Sandro—the action! Staying on top of Harlem,” he said ruefully. “Funny! When you’re young, you think you want to get on top of the world, that you’re the first guy that’s gonna get there. You get older, you realize it’s all a lot of nonsense, people been doing the same things since they lived in caves. When you get on top, there’s nothin’ up there. Women realize it better than men. My wife did. That’s why she left me. Found out I was up to my old tricks. Told me to give it up, get my act together. Hell, I didn’t listen. Didn’t listen, Sandro.”

“And Hettie. What happened to her?”

“Her old lady became a fall-down drunk, turning cheap tricks, taking her tricks home, you know? And the bums she brought home weren’t the nicest people in the world. They probably tried to hit on the kid, too. Poor child was beat from one end of life to the other. Came to me once in the street,” Red recalled, leaning back in his chair, balancing it on its back legs. “Bruise on her eye, swolled shut. ‘What happened to you?’ I asked her.

“She told me this dirt bag, this Arnold Murchison, I always remember that little dog’s name, the guy she took up with, beat her up. Lord! I looked at this lovely little girl, or what used to be a lovely little girl, nice face, nice body, now she was all skinny, dirty, swolled up. Man, I got so damn mad, I drove past where this Murchison piece of nothing used to hang out. I didn’t send nobody for him, mind? I went myself. I grabbed his skinny little neck, put him up against a wall, and I told him I would kill him if he ever lay a hand on that girl again. I don’t know why I did that. She wasn’t my girl. I was just furious that somebody would do that to a young girl.” Red paused, pensive. “Now that I think about it, I was probably mad at myself for starting her on that road, and I was taking my anger out on Murchison.”

“What happened after that?”

“Hettie just kind of drifted out of the neighborhood, out of sight, out of mind. Didn’t see her again ’till her picture was in the papers.” Red shook his head again, thinking or something in the distant past. “Reed!” he exclaimed suddenly.

“What’s ‘Reed’?”

“The name, the name the father told me the son used when he went to Princeton. His given name was Hugh—everyone in the family had the same initials, H.R.—he was Hugh Rouse. His father told me he changed to Hugh Anthony Reed. That’s his new name. You look him up. I bet you find the squirt on Park Avenue, passing for white. Bet you a bottle of bourbon.”

Sandro made another note.

“Poor Li’l Bit,” said Red sadly. “Such a sad little creature. Sandro, I want you to take care of her case. You tell me how much you need, I’ll take care of whatever it is.”

“I’ve already started.”

“Least I could do. Don’t say nothin’ in front of Jessye about this.”

“No problem, Red. We have to start thinking about you now. Your situation isn’t too great either.”

“This,” Red looked around. “This is where the trial was leading all along. In the last years, I did everything I could to stay away from things, to make sure my face and my fingerprints weren’t on any activity. And yet …” He shrugged. “Water over the dam. You know why they’re doing this, putting me in the Can at this time, don’t you, Sandro?”

“Why?”

“They want to put a price on my head. That’s what they’re doing. They want to make it look like I’m a rat. The whole protective custody thing is an obvious phony. They want to force me into their camp by making it seem to everybody on the outside as if I’m in here because I’m helping them. Hell! Never! I’m too much of a man to fold my tail between my legs like that.”

“I think you’re right about them wanting to make it seem like you’re cooperating. Make you a leper.”

“This’ll be the end of my line, Sandro,” he said pensively. “Here I was out of the business, too. I didn’t have anything to do with it for quite a while. I was even planning to go away, live someplace else with Miss Henry. She’s not one of my chicks, Sandro. She is my woman. We were planning to go down to Santa Margarita, you know, off the coast of Venezuela, get married, leave all this life to the others who want to rassle for it. It’s not for me, not anymore. But I guess you can’t back away from what was, from your past. That’s what hit the fan, Sandro, the old things—and here I am.” He shrugged. “Damn. Just another couple of days before the end of the trial. But the writing is already on the wall. I’d like you to come back into the case, see if you can help me with the sentence, the appeal.”

“Of course.”

“Good. We might as well call Jessye back in. Being a paralegal, she can come in and visit with me, stay with me, ’til …” Red looked off into the distance, but didn’t seem to see anything out there.


125th Street, Harlem : June 28, 1996 : 4:15 P.M.

The telephone on Maurice Billups’s desk sounded. Billups—light-skinned, with a thin moustache, a most successful black businessman—seated behind the desk, pushed a button on the phone.

“Representative Carelton is here to see you,” Billups’s secretary said over the intercom.

“Oh, fine. Send him in.”

Billups had been the County Clerk of New York County (Manhattan) for many years in the late sixties, early seventies. He ran and was beaten in the Democratic Mayoral Primary several years back. Remaining a political force in black Democratic politics, Billups headed a group which opened a chain of grocery stores concentrated in black neighborhoods, and, from there, invested in a variety of successful black business ventures.

Carelton entered quickly, a dark look on his face. “You hear the news?” he said as soon as he shut the door.

“Well, hello yourself, Billy. What news is that?”

William Archibald Carelton, also light-skinned, also handsome, taller than Billups, had been a Member of the House of Representatives since 1989. He and Billups were political allies, the pointmen for the Harlem Boys, the nucleus of political power in the black community for more years than most could remember.

“About Galiber.”

“Did I hear what about Galiber?” said Billups.

“Remember, the Mayor was going to appoint our Dave Dinkins to be his Third Deputy Mayor until the news people found out that Dave didn’t file income taxes for four years?”

“Of course I remember,” said Billups. “Unfortunately.”

“Well, the Mayor is going to announce that he’s selected Joe Galiber for the Deputy Mayor post instead.”

“You’re kidding? The Mayor’s going to appoint Galiber? Deputy Mayor? Without talking to us? When did this happen?”

“Didn’t. Not yet. I heard it through the grapevine from one of my contacts at City Hall. It hasn’t even been announced yet. But, it’s coming down, maybe tomorrow morning, at least the announcement. He still has to go through Investigations with Scopetta and the review process before being sworn in.”

Billups frowned, glancing over Carelton’s head, out the window. “Joe’s always been a good guy,” said Billups. “Hell, we all know each other for years.… Joe Galiber being nominated for Third Deputy Mayor? Mmmm, that’s unfortunate, I’d say.”

“To say the least,” said Carelton. “I don’t have anything against Joe, either. But he’s not the guy we want sitting in City Hall, making a reputation for himself, with a mayoralty coming up soon, and the present Mayor not running again.”

“I’m with you, Billy.”

“No more vodka?” said Carelton. He had opened a small cabinet on the side of Billups’s office.

“We finished it last night,” said Billups. “My secretary’s supposed to pick up a bottle today. Have a scotch, if you’d like.”

“Can’t drink scotch. Walk around smelling like a bar rag.”

“This’d push Galiber into the catbird’s seat instead of Dave,” said Billups, still pensive. “Just where we don’t want him to be. He’d be the highest ranking black politician in the City. Joe may always have been a good Joe, but he’s never been our Joe.”

“Not by a long shot,” said Carelton. “He’s always been a little cocky, independent. Out there for himself. Even when he was Captain of the City College Cinderella basketball team, remember? He had all the girls; wouldn’t bother with us non-athletic clumsy types. Now he goes off on his own, getting himself a shelf full of publicity with legislation to legalize drugs, and such. Doesn’t bother with us, doesn’t ask us what we think. Never been a team player—politically. Always just about Joe Galiber. If he were to get the Deputy Mayor slot, it’d be the same. He’d be right in line to run for Mayor. And he’d shut us out with a few crumbs in Sanitation or the Building Department and the like.”

“We all’d be outside lookin’ in,” said Billups. “Way outside. Mmm mmm. What do you think we ought do, Billy?”

“Something. But what?”

“Something to shit-can the appointment, that’s for sure,” said Billups.

“That’s a given. But what exactly?” said Carelton. “If the Mayor cared about our input, he would have asked for it before doing this. Not having even given us a heads-up, going to him now to say we don’t like the move would be bringing coals to New Castle.”

“We have to go around him, somehow. Make something happen that’d dampen the Mayor’s ardor, so to say,” said Billups.

“I agree. What?”

“Girls, money, something,” said Billups, thinking. “Maybe something from his financial reports when he ran in the Primary for Comptroller. What about this bill to legalize drugs? There’s a lot of controversy, maybe negative publicity about that. You know Koch doesn’t have a thick skin. He shies away from negative publicity—’specially when it’s splattering on him. Maybe we could bend some of that publicity in the right direction.”

“Meaning the wrong direction, as far as Galiber is concerned?”

“Exactly,” said Billups. “Maybe we can get Scopetta to look into the financials from the Comptroller Primary. Everybody’s always screwing up the reporting. Happens all the time.”

“We wouldn’t want it to be coming directly from us, Maury. Wouldn’t look right, you know?”

“True, true. Who could we use?”

“I know for a fact that the D.E.A. is somewhat bent out of shape about his campaign to legalize drugs,” said Carelton. “I was at a Forum against the drug laws some group of students held at Fordham Law School the other night. I got to talking to this guy, used to be with the C.I.A., now with the D.E.A., a Supervisor at Twenty Six Federal. He was there with his boss who flew in from Washington; the boss was on the panel. The guy—the one from New York—is moaning and groaning that they have enough trouble on their hands with the proliferation of drugs, and appropriations lucky to be hanging by a thread, without somebody like Judge Sweet, who’s come down against the drug laws, or Galiber, coming in with a bill looking to legalize drugs. I have the guy’s card in my pocket,” said Carelton, fishing into one of his jacket pockets. “Here it is. Supervisor Michael O. Becker.”

“This guy being bent out of shape is all well and good, but if the D.E.A. had anything against Galiber, they’d have done something about it already, wouldn’t they?” asked Billups.

“Maybe we could stir something up for them to use,” said Carelton. “Not here in Harlem, of course; don’t want it to be too obvious. Maybe over in the Bronx.”

“The logical place. Galiber lives in the Bronx, his Senate seat’s out of the Bronx. That’d be the appropriate locale for such a thing—maybe there’s something we can get Merola interested in. He’s always been a team player.”

Mario Merola was the District Attorney of Bronx County, a Democrat who had served in that post for more than twelve years.

“Merola would be perfect,” said Carelton. “This way it wouldn’t be coming from us. Not even from a black man.”

“Beautiful,” said Billups, “but what?”

“I don’t know. Income tax evasion? Campaign contributions, like you said. Running around with girls? Mopery?”

“Be serious. And don’t get crazy,” said Billups. “Leave girls out of it. None of us pots want to call the kettle black.” He laughed at his own cleverness. “Now look’a’here. Suppose we uncovered something—something real, of course—I don’t mean cook up some phony thing, you know?”

“Of course not,” said Carelton.

“If we had some information about some impropriety, something, maybe campaign contributions that weren’t kosher, and you gave it to your D.E.A. man, that Becker you mentioned, who, in turn, would bring it over to Merola, well, hell, there’s no way that could be traced back to us. A little immediate adverse publicity, even if it’s a one or two shot deal, would slow this whole thing about Galiber being Deputy Mayor down, maybe out, you get me?”

“The Mayor wouldn’t make the appointment if there was some investigation going. The negative publicity would leave a bad taste in His Honor’s mealy mouth,” said Carelton.

“And we all could make a hew and cry about the Man making phony charges to discriminate against blacks,” said Billups. “We’d be good guys on Galiber’s side for the community, and nobody’d be the wiser.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Carelton.

“What are we doing for a front page story this morning, gentlemen?” Ed Barquette said to the Associate Editors ranged around the outside of the Copy Desk. He was tilted back in his swivel chair, the sleeves of his blue button-down shirt rolled back to his forearms.

“You want to run this accident story from the Long Island Expressway? Hell of a picture,” said Seymour Tucker, picking up a picture of a man draped over the top of the open driver’s door of a small car that had been T-Boned by a tractor trailer.

Barquette grimaced. “We had an accident on the front of this morning’s edition, didn’t we?”

Tucker shrugged and nodded agreement.

“Don’t start that shrugging shit. It’s too early in the morning,” razzed Barquette. The other editors snickered. “Drives me crazy, every day, with that shrugging.”

“Maybe we could run—”

“Hold it a second, fellas,” said Barquette, seeing Annie the copy boy standing quietly next to his desk. “What is it, Annie?”

She bent down to whisper. “That Supervisor from the D.E.A. who came to see you a week or so ago. He’s here again. Said it’ll only take a minute.”

“Becker?” Annie nodded. “Yeah? Talk it up amongst yourselves for a few minutes, fellas.” Barquette said, rising. “Where is he, Annie?”

“In your office, Chief.”

Barquette walked toward his office. As he moved behind Milton Adler, one of the reporters sitting at a desk, he hit him playfully on the left side of the back of his bald head, stepping quickly out of view. Adler twirled, but there was no one there. “Gotcha,” laughed Barquette. He reached his office and went inside. “Hey, Mike,” he greeted Becker.

“Ed, how’s it going this morning?”

“It’s not. You’ve got to push it,” Barquette chuckled. “What brings you to my office on a nice day like this?”

“Something that requires some quick action,” said Becker.

“What’s that?”

“The Mayor announced he’s considering the appointment of Joseph L. Galiber as Third Deputy Mayor. I know you know that,” Becker said quickly. “And apparently the Mayor wants to move along with swearing Galiber in right away, before some negative information comes up about him, like what happened with David Dinkins.”

“Okay.”

“I understand the Bronx District Attorney, Merola—”

“Yeah, Mario. Nice guy.”

“Merola is beginning to look into allegations that there are some discrepancies in Galiber’s reporting of campaign contributions when he was running in the Primary for Comptroller a while back.”

“Is that right?”

“Apparently, a report of contributions must be made within a certain period of time, and some research has uncovered that Galiber’s wasn’t filed timely. In addition, some of the donations were made with corporate checks—which is against the election laws. The reason I’m telling you all this is that, as I said, the Mayor is evidently determined to make a quick swearing-in, to side-step the investigation process before it uncovers improprieties.”

Barquette nodded. “How does any of this affect you and the D.E.A., Mike? It sounds like small potatoes.”

“Galiber is not on the D.E.A.’s list of favorite people.”

“Because of these financial things?”

“Because of the legislation to legalize drugs, which he’s sponsoring in the State Senate. Legislation like that sends absolutely the wrong message to the public and, particularly, drug traffickers who are heartened in their clandestine trafficking by support from supposedly responsible Government officials.”

Barquette nodded. “What can I do for you?”

“You know we helped you when your grandson …”

“You don’t have to remind me, Mike,” Barquette said. “I appreciate all you did for me. I definitely owe you guys one, more than one.”

“How is your grandson doing?”

“He seems to be straightening himself out. Starts at Albany Law School in the Fall,” said Barquette.

“I’m glad we were able to get that done for you, Ed,” said Becker.

“So am I. He’d never have been able to get into law school with a drug tin can hanging from his bumper.”

“It’s our view that the inquiry by the D.A. in the Bronx, coupled with some publicity about it in a newspaper as popular as the Post would cause the Mayor to reconsider his appointment of Galiber,” said Becker. “All we need is a pause. It’ll give us time to get some other guns in place, to really skewer Galiber’s appointment. We don’t think the Mayor will relish a controversy at this time.”

“At any time.”

“Particularly at this time. We think we might be able to make him change horses and appoint someone else.”

“After Dinkins, now Galiber, you think the Mayor’ll still appoint a black? He said he would, but how much can he take?”

“We have no problem with a black man, as long as it’s the right black man?”

“A white black man,” said Barquette.

“Just a decent, law-abiding one will do.”

“Same thing.”

“What the heck are you doing in Washington, Billy? You missed the swearing in ceremony?” Maurice Billups exclaimed into the phone. He was speaking to Billy Carelton. “You know who got the biggest hand of the day at Gibson’s swearing in? Our man, Dave Dinkins, that’s who. The Mayor introduced him and the crowd—mostly our friends—gave him a heck of an ovation.”

Paul Gibson, a black Vice President of American Airlines had been tapped by the Mayor instead of Joe Galiber to fill the position of Third Deputy Mayor in charge of Planning. The Mayor also announced that he’d be happy to reconsider Galiber for an appointment in his Administration once the Bronx investigation was resolved—which, the Mayor added, was sure to happen.

“That’s right, that’s right. Gibson is exactly the right man for the job: no political connections, no political aspirations. Just a wonderful, clean-cut man for the job.” Billups listened. “Both Dave and I were interviewed afterward. I indicated, individually, and on behalf of the Council of Black Elected Democrats, that I was saddened to see Joseph Galiber withdraw. I said, he is a man of the highest integrity and ability and would have served well as Deputy Mayor. I thought it had the right note myself.” He listened to Carelton again. “No, I know Merola said that he was going to impanel a Grand Jury, but it’s unlikely that the investigation will really go anywhere. I mean, after all, the law regarding corporate checks has already been changed. Too late for Galiber, of course.” Billups gave out a little chuckle. “Besides, we’re talking about a single corporate contribution. Galiber told the papers that it was for his Senatorial Office expenses, not for his campaign. So it wasn’t illegal at the time either. The thing’ll die by itself.” He listened. “No, me either. I wouldn’t want to see Joe have any real trouble.”


Bucharest: July 6, 1996 : 3:30 P.M.

Alexander (Sascha) Ulanov sat in a window seat just ahead of the wing on Touron Airlines, Flight 364, as the plane settled into its final landing approach to Bucharest Airport. Anna Petrovski sat beside him. Below, Sascha could see fields dotted with mounds of hay, horse-carts on roads pulled by narrow, bony, little horses, stone houses with terracotta roofs, curling chimney smoke that disappeared beneath the wings.

“Still a shit house,” said Anna, leaning across Sascha, looking down.

The wheels of the landing gear, port side first, squealed as they hit the ground. The plane bounced harshly, then settled to a roll toward the small building that housed Passport Control.

Sascha looked at his watch. It was still on New York time: 6:55 AM. He counted on his fingers to gauge Romanian time. He reached into an inside jacket pocket and took out an American passport. His photograph and the pedigree details of someone named David Pivovarova were all neatly and newly preserved under a plastic coating. He smiled. A lovely job they did on this passport. It was just as it would be if Sascha were really David Pivovarova, a newly naturalized citizen of the United States.

Anna had a new passport as well. The documents identified her as Anna Pivovarova.

After the plane rolled to a stop, Sascha remained in his seat, smiling pleasantly. Anna, like most of the other passengers, stood immediately, pulling her carry-on from an overhead compartment, crowding forward, waiting for the front hatch to open. As he sat, Sascha studied the baggage handlers through the plane window. They were pushing antiquated wooden wagons up to the plane to off-load the baggage. How ridiculous, he thought. They still have horses and carts in this backward shithouse.

As he watched the baggage handlers, Sascha was working an index finger into the left breast pocket of his shirt. In the center of a small fold of American currency was a twenty dollar bill folded into a small square. Inside the folded twenty was a small amount of white powder: cocaine. Sascha removed his finger, coated with some of the white powder, and placed it into one nostril, inhaling deeply. He put his finger back into his shirt pocket to service the other nostril, then did both again.

“You coming?” said Anna, pushing further into the crowded aisle.

“Go ahead, you’re so anxious,” said Sascha. “I’ll meet you outside.”

“If I meet my girlfriend, I’m going. I’ll call you. I know where you’re staying.”

Sascha shrugged indifferently. He had been a little high all the way across the ocean, not only from the cocaine in his shirt pocket. He had instantly become happy when Uri told him that it was time to go on another trip to Romania—he fingered the ten new hundreds in his pants pocket. His fondness for the American cocaine kept him constantly broke. But the main source of his joy came when Uri told him that this trip was the first trip on which he was buying heroin for themselves; that he and Uri—and the blacks, of course—were all going to make plenty of money. He vowed he would never be broke again.

Sascha originally met Taylor in one of the dance clubs on West 21st Street in Manhattan about three months ago. After meeting a couple of times, Taylor and Sascha shared a couple of lines of cocaine in the men’s room one night. When Sascha inquired if Taylor knew where to obtain more, Anton said he might be able to get him some, but it would be cash on the barrelhead. Which was all right with Sascha, just after he came back from a trip to Romania. Between trips, however, when Sascha was tapped out, he occasionally did some muscle work for Taylor in exchange for cocaine. He had to collect money from drug customers who were reluctant payers. Right about the time Uri told him another trip was required of him, Sascha was suffering a double tragedy: Taylor hadn’t needed any strong-arm services—he was busy with a court case, or something—and Sascha didn’t have any money.

When the aisle was clear, Sascha rose from his seat and moved to the front of the plane. After he exited, he strolled casually toward Passport Control. As he had suspected, with relief, Anna was nowhere to be seen when he arrived in the passport area. Good! He thought to himself, he wouldn’t have to be bothered with that bitch for a few days.

Although he had been born in the Ukraine, his mother had divorced his father and married a Romanian butcher when Sascha was eight. For the next five years, before he ran away from home, back to the Ukraine, Sascha had lived in Brasov, Romania. As a result, once inside Passport Control, Sascha kidded the humorless Agent behind the window in fluent Romanian, telling him he ought to make the trip to New York, get a bright, shiny new passport himself. The Passport Agent smirked, a nod of his head indicating the direction of baggage claim.

“No baggage. I am an American,” Sascha said in English. “Only carry-on,” he smiled, holding up his small overnight bag.

The Passport Agent shrugged. “Perhaps in America, you went a little—” he twirled a finger in a circle at his temple.

“Because I am in good humor? You have to have good humor to fly on Touron. You should see the airlines in America. You would run from here like it was hell.”

“Stop breaking my eggs.” The Passport Agent reached for the passport of a woman behind Ulanov. She wore a tight kerchief on her head. Her two little girls also had kerchiefs on their heads.

Sascha hailed a cab and directed it to Brasov, an ancient medieval city on the old commercial trail between east and west. It was in Brasov, as a young man, that Sascha first learned to help a local crime crew by being the drop for pickpockets, secreting the loot as the booster moved away from the victim quickly. From there he graduated to mugging drunks; thence, after returning to Kiev, to strong-arm protection rackets. It was in Kiev that Sascha first met Uri Mojolevsky. Uri was raking in dough transporting drugs from Tashkent to Kiev for some Americans. He gave Sascha the job of bringing heroin to Vasily Marcovich in Leningrad. For this work, for the two years it lasted, Sascha was making fabulous money, until Uri told him that everyone had to lay low, that things were very hot from Kiev to Leningrad. After that, Uri disappeared, and Sascha was flat broke, as before.

Seven months after his departure from Kiev, Uri contacted Sascha from Brighton Beach. He told him that there was work in America, that the boss they were working for in Russia was now bringing the product to many old customers who had moved to the United States. Sascha obtained a Visitor’s Visa to America, then, with a forged birth certificate and other documents, he obtained an American Green Card—which is really pink—and joined a rotating crew of couriers, each making approximately one trip every two months to bring rock heroin from Romania to Brighton Beach. For Sascha it was like the old days again, only better, because the American police didn’t know who any of them were, what they were doing, and could not even speak or understand their language.

There were as many carts as there were cars on the road to Brasov; the carts were pulled by spindly, narrow horses. People in the flat fields on either side of the road were cutting wheat with hand tools. All their clothing was dark colored, coarse, the women wore kerchiefs on their heads.

“Christ, this is so fucking old-fashioned,” Sascha exclaimed aloud.

“You said something?” said the driver.

“Nothing, nothing.”

“You speak good Romanian.”

“I lived here for a while.”

“Vacation?”

“Seeing some old friends for a couple of days,” said Sascha.

Sascha felt the hundreds in his pocket again. He had been planning a jewelry store robbery in Queens, when Uri called and said that the Americans decided, after the meeting at the restaurant near the Yankee baseball park, to go into business with them, to finance a new operation of their own. In the future, Sascha was sure, he would be able to swap some of his end of the heroin trade for the American cocaine.

“I stop for gas,” said the driver, pulling into a fuel depot at the side of the road. On the way, so far, they had passed no gas stations. This depot was the single place to buy fuel on the road from Bucharest to Brasov. Old trucks of every description were in line, punctuated by cars, cabs, and all sorts of vehicles. Some people took tin-pails from their trunks, and made their way to the front of the line, to fill the pail with fuel while one truck pulled away from the pump and another rolled up. Then they carried the pails back to their vehicles and funneled the gas into their tanks.

“This is a joke. Can’t you pay somebody to let you go up to the front of the line,” Sascha said to the driver. “I don’t have time to wait like this.”

“It is a joke, for sure,” said the driver, “a bad joke. But it is also for real.” He opened his door and walked up the line, speaking to a man in charge of one of the pumps. He gestured toward the car, had a further conversation, and walked back. “It’s okay. I told him I had an American businessman, going to Brasov. He said come ahead. I have to pay him something, of course.”

“How much?” Sascha took some Romanian money out of his shirt pocket, careful not to spill any of his white powder.

“Twenty lei.”

That was roughly two dollars, Sascha calculated. “Here, here’s thirty. Take the rest for yourself.”

“Thanks, Boss. It’s nice being a big shot from America, no?”

“Not bad, not bad at all,” Sascha said with a grin.

Later that evening, Sascha sat at a table in a mountain inn near Poiana Brasov, a vacation area in the mountains a few kilometers outside of Brasov. Igor Fabusayvich sat across the table from him. Igor was young, with a fat, round face and slicked back hair. They were both drinking Bull’s Blood, a Hungarian red wine, as they waited for the food they had ordered—roast bear. Music was being played by walking musicians in gypsy costumes.

“Any song?” the violinist of the group said in Russian, bowing.

Sascha shook his head. “Anything you play, I’ll like,” he said indifferently. “When are we supposed to meet your man?” he said in to Fabusayvich.

“Soon.”

“Here?”

The violinist, still standing at the table, smiling toward Sascha, began to play soulful gypsy music. An accordionist backed up the violin with flourished chords. A dark-haired woman in Gypsy costume dramatically tapped a tambourine against one hip. Sascha carefully removed some bills from his shirt, stuffing a bill into the violinist’s jacket pocket. The musicians played louder, faster.

“That’s great, great,” said Sascha impatiently, affecting a smile. “Please, can you play someplace else?”

The violinist, continuing to play, bowed and moved toward another table. The others in the group followed.

“Yes, he’ll be here,” Fabusayvich replied to Sascha’s hanging question.

“Strange place to meet,” Sascha shrugged as the dinner plates were brought and set on the table.

“Not strange,” said Fabusayvich. “Good covering.”

Sascha shrugged again as he began to eat. “Mmm, good,” he nodded, savoring a bite of bear. “Tell me again. Everything is all set, da?”

“Da,” said Fabusayvich.

“How much does this stuff cost?”

“You paying?”

“For somebody else, da. I’m curious how much I have with me.”

“Each brick costs eleven, American.”

Sascha nodded. “The stuff, it’s good?”

“Why you ask so many questions?”

“Just curious,” said Sascha. “I like to know what’s going on.”

“Sometimes it’s better not to know too much, you know?”

Sascha nodded. “Your people will hide it good, the stuff?”

“Nervous?” asked Fabusayvich.

“What for, I’m nervous?” said Sascha.

Fabusayvich shrugged now. “Have some wine.” He poured more of the deep red wine into Sascha’s glass, then his own.

“I just want this thing to go right. You understand?” said Sascha. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my days in some jail in this shit town.”

“Don’t worry, everything is going to go right,” said Fabusayvich. “They do this all the time. They know what they’re doing.”

“I don’t want it to be just my luck that something goes wrong now.”

Later in the evening, now back in Brasov, Sascha and Fabusayvich sat at a table in a dim hotel bar, watching a magician do tricks with large, metal rings, hitting them together, making them connect, then disconnect, making a chain out of them, then individual rings again. Some men were sitting at the bar.

“Why the fuck are we watching this jerk-off magician?” asked Sascha.

“We’re meeting here.”

“I thought we were supposed to meet at the lodge in Poiana Brasov.”

“That was just to check things out. Make sure there were no police following,” said Fabusayvich.

“Now we’re being checked again, by this jerk-off magician?”

“No. This is where, tonight, we make arrangements to do the deal.”

“Here? You sure?” Sascha looked around.

“It’s perfect: loud, public, no one will think that anything important is going on.”

Sascha shrugged. Now the magician was making candy on a tray disappear.

“I don’t like this mystery shit,” said Sacha. “Let’s get on with it.”

“Just sit quiet, it’s okay.”

“Where are these smart people we work for? When do they get here?”

“They’ve been around us all night, watching. Wanting to be sure that everything is all right. Nothing wrong with being careful.”

Sascha rose. “I’m going to the men’s. Where is it?”

“Over there,” Fabusayvich nodded toward a passage near the bar.

Sascha went into the men’s room where, in a booth, after checking that there was no one else in the room, he snorted some of the white powder from the folds of the twenty dollar bill. He felt okay, he said to himself. He took a deep breath as he looked in the mirror, wet his hands, patted his hair, studied the mirror, buttoned, then unbuttoned the top of his shirt. He splashed cold water on his face, looking around for a paper towel. He had to go back into the toilet booth and take a few pieces of hard, coarse toilet paper to dry his face and hands.

When he returned to the table, the violinist from the lodge in Poiana Brasov was seated at the table with Fabusayvich.

“This is Georgi,” Fabusayvich said as Sascha sat. “You remember, from the lodge?” Sascha nodded.

“How was your trip?” said Georgi, smiling.

“So far—” Sascha shrugged.

“A little vacation back to the old days?”

“Something like that,” replied Sascha.

“You still have family in the Ukraine, yes?” said the violinist.

Sascha’s eyes narrowed on the violinist, then he looked at Fabusayvich. “Everybody’s got family. What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“Just a harmless question,” said the violinist.

“A harmless question,” repeated Fabusayvich.

“Nothing is harmless,” said Sascha. “The questions about my family are to remind me that if anything goes wrong, you people know where my family is. Don’t give me shit,” he said to the violinist.

The violinist pursed his lips. “None of us know the other, and sometimes, the people from America …”

“I am not an American,” Sascha said sharply. “I am the same as you, doing what I have to do to make a living, only in the States.” Sascha’s eyes had become steely, his mouth harsh. “Nothing is going to go wrong from my end. And, remember what I said, everybody has family. Everybody.”

Fabusayvich stared from one to the other of the two men, amazed at the turn of the conversation. The violinist smiled. “I like your eggs,” he said to Sascha.

“You shouldn’t think that because I am now living in America, that I have become like an American woman,” said Sascha. “Now, can we arrange whatever we have to do for the deal?”

The violinist smiled. “You brought a package with you?” The violinist looked around as he rubbed his index finger and thumb together.

“I don’t have it with me tonight. You have the … the musical instruments with you?”

“You should rent a car from the rental place on this card.” The violinist pushed a business card across the table toward Sascha.

“I like the way you people work. Each time it is different.”

“Naturally. Caution is part of our business. The car is being watched for two days now. In it you will find the musical instruments.”

“The car’s not being watched by the police, I hope?” said Sascha.

The violinist laughed. “No. Our people are watching to see if the police are watching.”

“And how do you get what I have?” asked Sascha.

“Leave it in the car.” Sascha looked at the violinist skeptically. “If we thought we had anything to worry about,” the violinist said, “we wouldn’t leave the musical instruments in the car.” He smirked. “Besides, it’s a long walk from the departure gate to the plane.”

It was now Sascha’s turn to smirk.


The Bank Café, Manhattan :July 28, 1929 : 3:45 P.M.

The Bank Cafe had, years before, been a small, local bank for the Kips Bay area of New York City. When it was merged into the larger Corn Exchange Bank, the branch was closed, its customers absorbed into another branch. The space was then turned into a restaurant on the street level, with a speak-easy up the interior marble stairway which led to what had been the executive banking offices.

In the kitchen area, which was at the back of the street level, Izzie Perlman and Sean O’Callaghan, two Prohibition Agents in civilian clothes, were seated at a small table which was ordinarily used by the kitchen help. The table was set with a linen tablecloth. Before the Agents, sat steaming plates filled with the chefs special of the day. The two men saluted each other with glasses of red wine.

At the same moment, on the mezzanine balcony above, Charlie ‘Lucky’ Luciano sat at a table assiduously counting a large pile of currency. Greg Diamond sat at the table with Charlie Lucky. Victor Caiafa stood at the bottom of the stairs, casually talking with Marco Giordano. After the currency was sorted into seven vari-sized bundles, Charlie Lucky put rubberbands around each one. The four largest bundles he placed beneath a layer of tablecloths in a side board. He placed a napkin over two other bundles of cash on the table in front of him, picked up a Haig and Haig ‘pinch’ bottle that was at his elbow, and filled two pony glasses. He raised his glass in salute to Greg Diamond and they both knocked the Scotch back neat. Charlie Lucky slid two crisp fifty dollar bills from the last of the bundles on the table, folded them, and slid the two bills down into his left vest pocket.

“Vic, Vic, come on up. Bring Marco, too,” Charlie Lucky called toward the stairway.

With Caiafa in the lead, the two men came up the stairs. Charlie Lucky motioned to two chairs at his table.

“Things are picking up real good,” said Charlie Lucky. He took a cigarette from a pack of Chesterfields on the table. Caiafa quickly picked up a box of matches from the table and lit Charlie Lucky’s cigarette. Charlie Lucky slowly blew a plume of smoke toward the ceiling. He picked up the package of currency exposed on the table and handed it to Giordano. “This is for you and the Captain and the crew. You’ve been doing good for us. Keep up the good work because we’re going to be making more trips starting next week. You have to keep everything in ship shape”. He smiled at his own clever remark toward Greg Diamond. “It’s real important that the Captain is taken good care of. Understand? We need the bastard. Have a drink, Vic.”

Caiafa took the bottle of Scotch and filled four pony glasses on the table. Charlie Lucky motioned toward the glasses. “Drink hearty,” he said, knocking back his glass. The three others did the same.

“You understand what I’m saying about the Captain, Marco? Don’t short-change him, okay? There’s plenty for everyone.” Charlie Lucky cocked his head and nodded.

“That son of a bitch say I short changed him?”

“Nobody said nothin’. I just know you.” He laughed. “Wipe the innocent look off your face. Vic will call you in a couple of days. Keep that boat running good.”

Giordano nodded and walked down the stairs.

“He’s short changing the Captain?” asked Greg Diamond.

“Can a cat change his stripes?” said Charlie Lucky. He took the napkin off the two bundles of currency on the table. “I know that guy from the other side. He’d steal the collection basket in the church if he had half a chance. Here,” he pushed one of the bundles of money toward Caiafa. “This is for you and the crew. Whack it up any way you want. Just make sure everybody’s happy, okay?”

“They better be happy.”

“Make sure they’re happy, okay? We’re doing good. Let’s keep it that way,” Charlie Lucky shook his head now, smirking. “Let the two ‘Amerigons’ in the kitchen come up. Tell ’em to take the back stairs.”

Caiafa went through a nearby doorway, down a back staircase which led directly to the kitchen. In a few moments, the two Agents came up to the mezzanine.

“Have a drink,” Charlie Lucky said in English. “Sit down, sit down. You guys must be tired, chasing bad guys all day long.” They all laughed. The two men sat. Diamond took the bottle and poured four pony glasses of Scotch.

“Drink hearty,” said Charlie Lucky. He and Greg Diamond raised their glasses to the Agents, but didn’t drink. O’Callaghan knocked his glass back in one motion. As Perlman sipped, his face winced slightly. “You gotta knock it back in one shot. Then it don’t taste so bad,” Charlie Lucky said to Perlman.

Perlman knocked it back and winced again.

“Here. This here is for you and for all the guys downtown.” Charlie Lucky pushed the last bundle of money on the table toward the two men. O’Callaghan smiled and picked up the package eagerly.

Charlie Lucky reached into his vest pocket and handed one of the fifties to Perlman, the other to O’Callaghan. “A little something extra for you two, for the tip you gave us the other night—about the raid you was going to make on Forty-Second Street. That helped a lot.”

“Thank you, thank you.” O’Callaghan spoke with a brogue. “My mother thanks you, my father thanks you, my sister thanks you, too,” he smiled, tucking the fifty into his vest.

“Forget it. You deserve it.”

“Our pleasure, believe me, Charlie.”

“I got to get going,” said Charlie Lucky. “You guys want another for the road? Help yourself.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” said O’Callaghan reaching for the bottle.

“Not me,” said Perlman.

O’Callaghan took the bottle, poured himself another, and stood, raising his glass toward Charlie Lucky, Greg Diamond, then Caiafa.

“Drink hearty.” Charlie Lucky shook hands with the two men. “Go out the back way. We’ll see you next week.”

“We’ll be here, don’t worry about that,” said O’Callaghan. The two Agents went down the back stairs.

When the Agents were gone, Charlie Lucky reached into the sideboard and took out the four bundles of currency. He put one in each of his jacket pockets, handing the other two to Greg Diamond, who did the same. They started down the marble stairway. “You see the way I did it,” Charlie Lucky said to Greg Diamond and Caiafa in Italian as they walked to the front door of the restaurant, “you two sitting in on the payoff with those two—” Charlie Lucky stopped talking. An ‘El’ train was just passing noisily on the steel structure over Third Avenue. A young driver, one of Greg Diamond’s crew, was sitting in a car at the curb. “With all of us sitting in on the payoff, we all got the goods on the Amerigons. They feel more dirty, more obligated to us.”

Caiafa nodded, opening the car door for Charlie Lucky. “Where we headed?” asked Greg Diamond.

“Lanza’s. The Boss is waiting for this.” He patted his jacket pocket.

“Lanza’s,” Diamond said to the driver.


In and Around Foley Square : July 22, 1996 :10:30 A.M.

“This is a really ugly one,” said A.D.A. Quintalian. Sandro had come to the Prosecutor’s office to pick up whatever Discovery material the D.A. intended to use against Hettie Rouse, and also to gauge Quintalian’s view of the case. “Look at the crime scene photos for starters,” said Quintalian, “and hold on to your stomach.” He handed Sandro a manilla envelope.

The Crime Scene Unit of the N.Y.P.D. is charged with finding, retrieving, photographing, and preserving all the forensic (physical) evidence to be found at the scene of major crimes for possible use at a future trial.

In vivid color, from every angle, Sandro viewed a limp, brutalized, undernourished, ill-kempt child who was scarred, bruised, and cigarette-burned. The child’s mouth, frozen agape, had tiny, square white baby teeth. Never to be put under a pillow for the tooth fairy, Sandro thought to himself as he handed the pictures back to Quintalian.

“Ugly, right?”

“Very.”

Rob Quintalian was the quintessential Assistant. He was about six feet, two inches, thirty-five years old—ten of those years as an Assistant D.A.—pale skin, red hair, slicked down, parted almost in the middle. He was clever, unemotional, righteous, and dedicated to the conservative view of life. He tended to see things, everything and everyone, in very simple, uncomplicated, black and white terms.

“The Medical Examiner’s report indicates that the little girl was sexually abused; her vagina was ruptured from the insertion of Alvarado’s schlong. Worse, the M.E. suspects that some other foreign object may have been used as a dildo to sexually abuse the child as well, a Coke bottle maybe, something. They weren’t a hundred percent on that one, to be perfectly honest, but they’re pretty sure there’s enough to hang that on. Cause of death: the child expired as a result of her entire system literally exploding with the pain from whatever object or objects were forced into her. I won’t even mention the fractured sternum, the multiple cigarette burns, the bruises and contusions—which you can see in the photos—many of which were sites of previous attacks.” Quintalian was reading from a report on his desk. He looked at Sandro. “Not that it would be any kind of mitigation in front of a jury,” he said, looking up at Sandro, “but the child probably wouldn’t have lived to maturity anyway. She had AIDS.”

To keep any sign of revulsion escaping, Sandro concentrated on Quintalian’s eyes.

“Coupled with your client’s inculpatory statements, four of them, two to the police at the scene, first the Uniforms, then the Detectives, later, a second to the Detectives at the Precinct, and the last, a video tape in the squad interview room with yours truly, the case against your client is, to say the least, formidable. If we have to get to a death penalty phase, the psych people will testify to her physical affect; her response to the horror she was confessing to was one of total passivity. She was calm and bold as a jaybird. A deliberate, cold-blooded killer, with no remorse or concern about what she had done to her own child.”

“Do I get a chance to practice my summation, too?” said Sandro.

Quintalian smirked.

“Perhaps I would say,” Sandro continued, “Hettie Rouse, a semi-retarded young woman, daughter of a prostitute, abandoned by her father, sexually abused by her step-father, who was really her mother’s live-in lover, beaten by her boyfriend when she was older, forced into prostitution, who became addicted to drugs to ease the horror, surfaced one day from the midst of a deep, drug binge to find that while she was in a state of total hallucination, her child had been killed. At the time these statements were made, she was suffering from extreme shock, bordering on hysteria, which resulted from the dawning realization of the enormity of what had happened during her drug-induced state. It won’t bring the child back to life, of course, but it surely will cut big time into the intentional element that you’ll try to build into your death penalty spiel.”

“You think that’ll fly in front of twelve working stiffs who struggle their asses off forty hours every week, and who feel guilty twinges any time they have to give a warning spank on their kid’s diaper-padded ass?”

“We’ll have to see,” said Sandro.

“There are also an equal number of statements from Alvarado,” said Quintalian, leafing through another file folder on his desk, “Both defendants’ station house statements are in writing and signed, by the way.”

“Of course,” said Sandro.

“We have everything, including the kitchen sink on this one. You can keep these,”

Quintalian said, handing Sandro a folder that contained the Discovery materials.

“I’ve always said you were nothing if not a generous man,” smiled Sandro.

Quintalian flickered a momentary smile. “Not that I’m offering you any sort of disposition, because I’m not. If any case cries out for the death penalty, if there had been, in fact, any reason to reinstate the death penalty, it was for a situation like this. But I’m curious, Sandro. You haven’t even asked if I’d be willing to let her cop out to life without parole. Sir Walter Cohen did for his guy. Even suggested his client would cooperate against your client in return for a plea and life without parole. With all of that on the table, you don’t actually expect to go to trial on this thing, do you?”

“I don’t know yet, Rob. I’m just here to pick this stuff up, and to listen to you tell me how bad it is,” said Sandro. “From what you’re telling me, and given your present position, we’re going to have a death penalty phase, for sure. All you’re offering me, right now, seems to be the death penalty. You have to do something better for me than that. I’ll get life without parole, hands down, if we go to a jury.”

Quintalian studied Sandro. “Are you serious or just breaking my balls to get my Irish up.”

“A little of both.”

Quintalian’s smile grew warmer.

“Considering she’s twenty-seven,” continued Sandro, “with a life expectancy of what, fifty, fifty-five years, life without parole would mean living in a cage about the size of my bathroom for a long, long time. Some people might prefer death, particularly lethal injection. They make you drowsy, then you go to sleep, that’s it. No big deal. Life isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be anyway, is it?”

“Now I know you’re breaking my balls.”

“No, actually, now I’m being quite serious,” said Sandro. “If someone said to me, listen, you can live fifty-some-odd years in a cage, or you can lie on a gurney and … Let me tell you a personal experience; recently, I had this examination, in the doctor’s office. He had to put tubes up my keester to check something or other. He gave me some liquid Valium, says this will make the examination less uncomfortable. Hell, in seconds I was groggy. Next thing I know, while I was out, they did the whole procedure and were wheeling me out to the recovery room. So, now, coming back to lethal injection. They give you something like liquid Valium, you go into a nice peaceful snooze, they give you the lethal injection—you don’t even feel it—and, it’s over. You really think that fifty-five years in a cage is more attractive?”

“Isn’t that up to your client?”

“I’ll ask her. But, if she asks me, I’ll also tell her I’ll get her life without parole, hands down from the jury.”

“You did come here to break my balls.”

“No, to psych you. We both have to have some fun, don’t we?”

Quintalian laughed. “Take a fucking hike, you screwball. While you’re at it, check with your client, and see if she’s less fatalistic than your jaded, miserable ass.”

“I’ll do just that.”

* * *

“He’s still Mr. Big on the outside, even though he’s inside, even though the jury came down and said he was guilty. He’s still Mr. Big,” Awgust Nichols said bitterly to Supervisor Michael Becker as they stood at the bar of the Sporting Club, a multi-television cocktail bar, several blocks north of 26 Federal Plaza. An array of television screens were lit up around the room, featuring several baseball games and tapes of past basketball and hockey playoff games.

Becker finished a Stolychnia on the rocks. “Look, it was you who wanted the guy off the street, I got him off the street. He’s been convicted. The Judge is going to give him plenty of years when she sentences him—wow, did you see that play by Bernie Williams? Unbelievable!”

“How can I talk to you when you’re watching Bernie Williams chasing a ball?”

Becker smirked. “I’m not the President of the United States. I can listen and watch a catch in center field at the same time.”

“This is serious. You know I do right by you. How about that seizure that I turned you onto in Harlem a couple of weeks ago, two hundred-fifty thousand—”

“Two hundred thirty-four thousand,” corrected Becker.

“The people who do the counting have a real good incentive to be accurate. Money Dozier’ll hack them to pieces if they’re wrong. There was two hundred and fifty thousand. Over the last couple of months, your guys have seized almost a million bucks that I gave you the information for. But who gives a shit if your Agents have sticky fingers. Who am I going to squeal to, anyway? You’re The Man.”

“It was somewhat under a million,” said Becker, raising a finger to the bartender for another Stoli.

Nichols shook his head. “Whatever! Your Agents get a little taste, the local D.E.A. is happy, too. What do you guys get, fifteen, twenty percent, and Washington gets the rest. Everybody’s happy, except me!”

“Seizures are okay,” said Becker, his eyes still on the TV screen. Andy Pettitte was pitching a shut out. “I asked you to get me close to that Russian route you keep jawing about. But I haven’t seen a blessed thing yet. Red Hardie’s in the slam.” Becker’s eyes followed each pitch on the TV, “he’s going to stay there, too, facing humongous time, but you still haven’t kept your end of the bargain.”

“What about the seizures?”

“I’ve told you, seizures are not my main interest.”

“I thought once he was convicted, things’d change. But they haven’t.”

“That’s NMP—not my problem,” said Becker. “This was all your idea. If it didn’t work out the way you planned …” Becker shrugged. “And listen, my friend. Don’t think I can’t figure out that the main reason you wanted all of this remanding stuff, etcetera, for Red, is that you want to take over his action yourself.” Becker turned to look directly at Nichols, nodding knowingly. “With Red and Money in the Can, you figure you can just step into their shoes.” He smiled at Nichols. “I have been to town before, my friend.”

Nichols studied Becker’s eyes.

“Frankly, I don’t give a damn,” said Becker. “You want to wiggle your way to the top of The Brotherhood, more power to you. That doesn’t mean I won’t swat you down if you step one inch out of line.” Becker’s eyes were serious as he stared at Nichols. “Keep in mind, at all times, you are not the only person with a brain around here. You haven’t pulled the wool entirely—not even partially—over my eyes. Now, when do I get to see something so I know there really are people involved in a Russian route?”

“Another thing you haven’t taken care of,” said Nichols, “you’ve never told me what you’re going to do for Anton Taylor? I mean, even if he gets a break from the sentencing guidelines—what do they call for now, two hundred-fifty months?”

“Something like that.”

“Even if you do him a great turn, he’s still going to do, what, ten years? I haven’t told him that, yet, but, that’s what he’s looking at, right?”

“There’s only so much anyone can do. The statute requires the Judge to give him a ten year mandatory minimum. That’s the law. But a hundred twenty months is better than two hundred twenty five. However, if you get me and my men close enough to eye-ball some of the action that you’ve been talking about, it’s possible for me to go to the U.S. Attorney, ask him for a ‘5K-1’ letter or a ‘safety valve’.”

“What’s all that mumbo jumbo supposed to mean—5K what?”

“Those are devices that permit the Judge to go under the mandatory minimum. Make the sentence even less.”

“Now we’re talking,” said Nichols. “But that still doesn’t do anything about Red being top dog, even while he’s in jail.”

“You’re like a woman. You never stop asking for things.”

“So are you, asking for things, that is. You’re talking about me shinnying out further on the branch, bring you to the Russians and let you shake hands with them—”

“Eyeballing them is sufficient.”

“For what? So you can make big cases? And don’t think I didn’t catch that ‘swat me down’ remark. You figure you’ll bust me later? You know you don’t want to close the drug thing down entirely. You and your men would be out of jobs.”

“We all have agendas, and we all have to do what we—yesss!” Becker shouted as Pettitte struck out another batter.

Nichols grimaced. “Listen, what if Red was put somewhere where people think he’s in the Witness Protection Program, or something like that? Everyone’ll think he’s a snitchin’ rat.”

“There are some who already think he’s a rat.”

“Some. But if he was put him in some kind of facility where rats are usually put, then everybody would think it. The New York drug supply would dry up even more than it already has. Wouldn’t you like that?”

“Do you spend all day thinking this stuff up?”

“I’ve got to keep thinking to stay alive,” said Nichols.

“Red can’t be put into the Witness Protection Program,” said Becker. “He’s not an informant.”

“Why can’t he be transferred, to, say, one of those Air Force Bases, or someplace where the people in the street think he’s in a program, think he’s a witness. Then he’s as good as dead. You do that, and I’ll personally bring you to Brooklyn to see the action up close and personal.”

“Bernie is having some year, isn’t he?” said Becker, watching Bernie Williams circle the bases on a homer. The Yankees were ahead two to one.

“Jesus, this is—”

“I’m paying attention. Relax. I’ll start working on the Red thing as soon as I get back to the office. It’s not such a bad idea.”

“See, I’m not just spinning my wheels,” said Nichols. “Soon as something happens with Red, you’re going to see right before your eyes, the people who are bringing shit in from the ass end of Russia—from Uzb, Uz something.”

“Uzbekistan?”

“Uz something.”

“You serious?” Becker was totally intent on Nichols’s face now.

“I’m glad I got your attention away from the Yankee game.”

“This stuff is coming out of Uzbekistan?” said Becker, still studying Nichols.

“If I’m free to operate on the street, with Red—and Money—off my back, I can give you a lot more of what you obviously really like.”

Mariano Rivera struck out the Orioles in the top of the ninth, but Becker didn’t turn his gaze from a smiling Nichols. “I said I’ll start working on Red as soon I get back to the office, and I will.”

* * *

J.J. Dineen looked out through his office window at the huge stone block piers of the Brooklyn Bridge a few hundred yards south. He was on the phone with Roger Sternweiss, Deputy United States Attorney at the Justice Department in Washington. Sternweiss was Dineen’s contact and mentor in Washington, the man who was guiding Dineen’s career toward an Administrative position with Justice in Washington with the hope that such an appointment might lead—as it had for Rudy Giuliani—to his appointment as U.S. Attorney for the Southern District of New York.

Dineen called Sternweiss after D.E.A. Supervisor Michael Becker came to his office to outline a new plan the D.E.A. had to bite the ass out of drugs in the New York area. Dineen explained that the in the month, or so, that Hardie had been remanded, the D.E.A. had detected a substantial decrease in the flow of drugs in the New York streets.

“Becker said the consensus over at his shop,” Dineen continued into the phone, “is that the drug people are afraid that Hardie—looking at humongous time in the slam—may cooperate to catch himself a break. They’ve all taken to the hills. So the D.E.A. figures that if drugs started to dry up because Hardie was remanded, and the people in the street were worried he’d become a snitch, if he was given a light sentence, or relatively light, under the circumstances, that is, then shipped out to an isolated custodial setting, like an Air Force Base, someplace out of the way, that might solidify the impression that Hardie was cooperating, which would cause an even more significant disruption in the flow of drugs.”

Dineen listened to Sternweiss’s reaction. “Say ten years. Even ten years, at his age, is a lifetime, so what’s the difference?” said Dineen. “So long as it has an impact on drugs—Christ, it’s a chance to get the cancer of drugs—okay, okay, I’ll get off the soap box. But with all the trouble there is on Capital Hill keeping the appropriations flowing when there was no discernible reduction in drug trafficking—this’d be a home run, and wouldn’t cost a thing.”

Dineen stopped abruptly and listened. “No, Becker didn’t mention the Capital Hill thing. That was my own idea. It was his idea that playing this Hardie thing right could make a singular difference in the drug influx on the whole east coast.”

Dineen listened. “Is it my fault, Roger, that trying to stop drugs is like keeping water from rolling downhill? I know those aren’t your words, that that’s the B.S. rolling down from the Hill. I understand—which philosophy, of course, plays right into the hands of the morons who want to legalize the stuff.”

Dineen listened.

“Exactly right. Legalize drugs and we’d have stoned junkies coming out of the woodwork to rip this town, and every other town, apart.” He listened again. “I know you know that. Jesus, Rog. What the hell is the fucking difference if this joker, Hardie, is kept in maximum security or on an Air Force Base? If we can use him as a decoy to dry up an entire reservoir of drugs—an entire drug-route, for Christ sake—we’d both be fucking heros in the Department.”

Dineen listened. “Yeah, yeah, so it takes a couple of extra agents to watch him. But Becker said something very interesting, valid; putting a couple of agents to keep Hardie on ice would take less personnel, cost a lot less, than would mounting a major interdiction on drugs. In other words, all our efforts to stop drugs wouldn’t be as effective as just putting this guy on some air force base.” Dineen nodded to himself. He had put that exactly right

“I thought you’d find that interesting, Rog, old boy. What the hell is the difference where this guy sleeps, he’s on the public tab one way or the other, isn’t he?” He listened further. “Atta boy, Rog.” Dineen smiled broadly. “Run it past whoever you have to run it past, and if it’s a go, I’ll send somebody to schmooze with the Judge.” He listened. “Of course. I’ll stay away from her personally. We’ve got a Chinese wall going already. I tell someone, usually Strauss, and he goes to talk with the Judge’s Courtroom Deputy. I’m not in the picture at all. Great! I’ll wait to hear from you.” He smiled. “I can’t wait to get down there with you, so I can get back up here as the Man.”


Courtroom 11 D : Federal Courthouse : July 22, 1996 : Noon

“United States versus Money Dozier,” announced Claire Trainor, Judge Ellis’s Courtroom Deputy.

Money Dozier and Marty Adams rose from their seats at the Counsel table. Red Hardie and Sandro Luca—who had re-entered the case to take care of Red’s sentence—sat silently to their left at the Counsel table. Judge Ellis was on the bench, reading something on her desk.

“Money Dozier,” said Claire Trainor, “you are to be sentenced on your conviction for the crimes of conspiracy to possess and possession of controlled substances—”

“Mr. Adams,” Judge Ellis cut in impatiently, “do you know any reasons why Mr. Dozier shouldn’t be sentenced today?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Does the Government have anything to say?”

“The Government takes no position on sentence, Your Honor. We shall rely upon the Probation Department’s Pre-Sentence Report.”

“Before you begin, Mr. Adams, let me advise you that I plan to accept the findings the Probation Department has stated in the P.S.R., so far as offense-level calculations are concerned. Mr. Dozier has a base offense level of thirty-four. On top of that, a two point enhancement for more than minimum planning has to be added; another two point enhancement for being an organizer, supervisor, or manager, making a total offense level of thirty-eight, with no points off for acknowledgment of responsibility, since Mr. Dozier proceeded to trial and has yet to acknowledge any responsibility. A level thirty-eight, in the criminal history category of One—for some reason, there is reported that Mr. Dozier has no history of previous arrest or convictions; that level calls for a range of between two hundred and thirty-five months and two hundred and ninety-three months. Probation has proposed a sentence of two hundred and sixty months. However, I intend to sentence Mr. Dozier at the lowest end of the range, two hundred and thirty-five months. Since, under the guidelines, I cannot sentence him to less than that, I suggest to you that the longer your presentation, the more inclined I would be to raise the sentence toward the level where Probation thinks it should be.”

“Your Honor—” started Marty Adams.

“Before you say anything, Mr. Adams, let me ask Mr. Dozier if he has anything to say on his own behalf. Mr. Dozier?”

“You done made your mind up, Judge,” said Money, his eye-lids fluttering as he gazed up at the seal of the United States which hung from the wall over the Judge’s bench. He trailed off, shaking his head. “Don’t bother sayin’ nothin’,” he said to Adams. “She’s goin’ to do what she’s goin’ to do, no matter. Don’t be beggin’ nothin’.”

“You don’t want me to say anything?” said Adams.

“Let’s just get it over.” Money’s eyes were glazed as he stared at something, somewhere beyond the paneling behind the Judge.

“I have been instructed by my client to say nothing, Your Honor.”

“A very wise decision, Mr. Adams. It is the sentence of the Court that the Defendant be given into the custody of the Attorney General for a period not to exceed two hundred and thirty-five months, to be followed by a period of five years special supervision, together with a fine of one hundred thousand dollars. Advise the Defendant of his right to appeal.”

“I have already done that, Your Honor. “I have a Notice of Appeal, which I now serve upon the Government,” said Adams, handing a copy to Dineen, “and I shall file the appropriate copies in the Clerk’s Office this morning. I would like to speak to bail pending appeal.”

“Make it short. I can tell you there is not much possibility of bail in this case.”

“The Defendant has been free on bail from the beginning of this trial. As Your Honor has indicated, his arrest record indicates that he has never been convicted of any crime before, never even arrested before.”

“Very curious that,” said the Judge. “I remember reading in the newspapers—we are from the same area of the City, after all—and I specifically remember Mr. Dozier’s picture and at least one story about his being arrested. But, curiously, that does not appear on his rap sheet.”

“No, Your Honor,” said Adams. He didn’t bother to tell the Judge that Money had had two arrests several years back, and, in both instances, the Complaining Witnesses never showed up at the Grand Jury, or anywhere else in this world, since. Under those circumstances, the District Attorney’s Office had no choice but to have the matters dismissed. By operation of law, when a matter is dismissed, it is wiped clean of one’s record, as if it had never happened. The accused is returned to the status quo that existed before the arrest, which means, that by operation of law, Money had no bad marks on his ‘rap’ sheet, and, if asked, Money was able to state that he had never been arrested.

“Curious,” mused the Judge. “Nevertheless, Mr. Adams, now that there has been a conviction, you know there is a presumption against granting bail, unless you can convince the Court otherwise. What could you tell me that would convince me evidentially that Mr. Dozier is not a danger to the community? I don’t think he is a risk of flight, so I won’t ask you to present anything on that score.”

“Very well, Your—”

“Your Honor,” Money said, interrupting Adams, “the situation is just this. I don’t need no long time. I don’t have to be out for the entirety of the appeal. My grandmother, woman who raised me, is eighty-eight years old, an’ blind. She lives with me—I ain’t never been married, Judge—my grandmother likes to say, even today, that she been takin’ care of me all my life. We ain’t got no other relatives. Now, I been tryin’, really tryin’ to get her in some kind of nursing home for a couple of months now. I have been successful in getting a place all set for her. I have all kinds of records to prove that fact—and I needs, maybe two, three weeks more to get her all set, so I can leave and know that she’ll be taken care of. I can give Your Honor—” Money took a small piece of paper from one pocket. “—I can give Your Honor the name of the place and the peoples in charge, got their phone numbers right here on this piece of paper. They can verify that in a very short time my grandmother will have herself a room, and I don’t have to leave her, blind and old, alone in her apartment. I ain’t askin’ nothin’ for myself, Judge. Might just as well get it started. I just need a little time to get my grandmother set. That’s the long and the short, Judge, then I’ll go in, get it over with.”

The Judge was silent, looking intently and directly at Money. Dineen and Geraghty, at the Prosecution table, and the people in the audience, were all totally silent, their eyes moving from the Judge to Dozier and back again through the silent air.

“I’ll even wear one of them bracelet things, Judge, won’t go out even. It’s just my grandmother—”

“Mr. Dozier, hand that paper with the phone numbers to Ms. Trainor. If you step one foot out of your apartment, except to go to your lawyer’s office, I shall add another twenty-four months to your sentence. I accept what you say about your grandmother—I have a grandmother as well, so I understand. There is no need for others to suffer needlessly, for two—I’ll make it three weeks, just to be sure the home, or whatever you’ve arranged, has a bed for your grandmother. Three weeks from today, you are to surrender at the Marshal’s Office downstairs.”

“Yes’m, Judge. You can count on me, swear to God.” Money raised his right hand as an oath of reassurance.

“No need, no need,” said the Judge. “Just be sure you stay in that apartment and make arrangements for your grandmother from there.”

“I will, I will, Your Honor.”

“You stay in the courtroom until Ms. Trainor verifies what you have told me about your situation. Then you’ll go with the Marshal so he can process you, and then you’ll be released—if what you said was true.” The Marshal moved next to Money and nodded toward a door on the side of the courtroom. Money nodded and walked ahead of the Marshal. “God bless you, Judge,” he said over his shoulder toward the bench.

The Judge hesitated, glancing at Money silently until he left the Courtroom. “Next, we have Mr. Hardie.” said the Judge. “United States versus Hardie,” she said to the stenographer for the Record. “I see, Mr. Luca, that you are representing Mr. Hardie for the purpose of sentence.”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Mr. Dineen, do you, on behalf of the Government wish to be heard?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Very well, Mr. Luca, let me do what I did in Mr. Dozier’s case, which is to save the Court and everyone else some time. I have many other matters on today. According to the P.S.R., Mr. Hardie is in the same offense category as Mr. Dozier; that is, thirty-four. However, I realize that Mr. Hardie has made steps toward rehabilitating himself over the last several years, and has been extraordinarily generous and giving to his community, providing people in need with breakfast programs, medical programs, scholarship programs—you see, Mr. Hardie, I do read the reports carefully, and I think that your life in the last several years has been exemplary. You have been convicted, of course, but I am not unmindful of your activities. As a result, I am not going to give Mr. Hardie a two-point enhancement for more than minimum planning. Nor, do I intend to give him two points for being an organizer or leader. In fact, I am going to give him a two point downward adjustment for minor participation, which brings him down to a level thirty-two.”

Everyone in the courtroom, except for Dineen and Geraghty, was astounded by what they were hearing. Courthouse cognoscenti had been speculating as to just how high the Judge would ratchet up Hardie’s sentence.

Red half-turned toward Sandro. “This is a set up,” he whispered.

“Mr. Hardie, do you want a moment to confer with Mr. Luca?”

“Yes, Ma’am, I would.”

“They’re setting me up,” Hardie repeated softly in Sandro’s ear. “The Judge is in on it. They’re trying to make me look like a rat.”

“Something is up, that’s for sure. I haven’t said a word, and she’s peeling the points off.”

“The Government wants it to look like I’m getting a light sentence because I’m cooperating,” said Red.

“There’s no way I can complain that the Judge should put the points back onto your offense level.”

“Look at Dineen, he’s not the slightest bit surprised or angry. They’re boxing me in.”

Sandro, glancing toward the Prosecution table, saw both Dineen and Geraghty gazing straight ahead, quietly, calmly.

“As I’ve said, I have a great many matters on before me this morning,” said the Judge. “As a result, I must move along. Level thirty-two calls for one hundred twenty one months to one-hundred-fifty-one months. I am, as with Mr. Dozier, going to err on the side of lenity and give Mr. Hardie one hundred and twenty-one months in the custody of the Attorney General. As there is a ten year mandatory minimum for Mr. Hardie’s crime, this is the lowest sentence allowed by law, followed by a special supervision period of five years, and a fine of one hundred thousand—no make that seventy five-thousand dollars. Advise Mr. Hardie of his right to appeal.”

“Your Honor,” said Sandro, “I have already advised my client of his right to appeal. I also have a Notice of Appeal which I would like the record to show, I am serving on the Government.”

“I acknowledge that, Your Honor,” said Dineen, rising, taking legal papers from Sandro.

“Would Your Honor consider bail pending appeal in Mr. Hardie’s case?”

“Oh, no, no indeed. Mr. Hardie has already been remanded. May I see Counsel at the side-bar for a moment?” the Judge said, moving to the side of the bench. Both Dineen and Sandro approached the bench. “As I’m sure you have been informed, Mr. Luca, and please inform Mr. Hardie, that he has been remanded for his own safety, and I am going to continue that status. Not even two or three weeks. As I understand it, it is much too dangerous for Mr. Hardie to be let out of the custody of the Attorney General.”

“Mr. Hardie does not need—does not want—protection, or anything to that effect, Your Honor,” said Sandro. “This is all a ruse—”

“Step back”, said the Judge. Dineen and Sandro resumed their places at Counsel table.

“That is the sentence of this Court”, said the Judge. “Marshal.”

Red sighed and shook his head. “I’ve been fucked,” he said softly to Sandro as the Marshal directed Red to the door on the side of the courtroom.


Riker’s Island : July 26, 1996 : 2:50 P.M.

Sandro was seated in the Visiting Room on the 12th floor Bridge of the Criminal Courts Building, waiting for the Department of Correction to deliver Hettie Rouse for a Counsel visit. As he sat, watching all the activity, listening to the cacophony of voices in the long main artery that fed defendants to the courtrooms of the Supreme Court on the 11th and 13th floors, Sandro was reminded of something from Philosophy 101; the only constant in life is change; indeed, the only way to gauge life is to detect change. Nowhere was this basic truth better honored than in prison. The last time Sandro had been in the visiting area, it was one very large cell with approximately twenty small, yellow or orange Formica topped desks spotted around a converted, large holding cell where attorneys and clients could confer. Since then, steel and mesh partitions had been installed, segregating the defendants in two outer corridors which paralleled the outer walls of the cell, while the lawyers sat on chairs in the center core, facing their clients through the steel.

Some distressed prisoner must have attacked his Legal Aid Lawyer to bring about this change, thought Sandro. Since most of the detainees were represented by appointed lawyers, either Legal Aid or private lawyers paid by the State under County Law 18-B, a common grouse was that the defendants were being supplied broken down hacks instead of competent lawyers. Freud was right, thought Sandro; since the detainees didn’t pay their own money for the lawyers, they didn’t value or appreciate them. As a result, the detainees often disparaged the only persons attempting to help them, sometimes to the point of violence.

Changes in the prison routine were also necessitated by the fertile minds of the detainees. Technically, not having been convicted, the inmates were not prisoners, but detainees—although, regardless of nomenclature, being locked away was being locked away, whatever word was used. Nevertheless, detainees, unlike prisoners, could not be assigned work projects, lest some civil libertarian bring suit on the basis that the State was forcing detainees, citizens merely accused of crime, as slave laborers. Thus, with so much idle time on their hands, the detainees formulated all sorts of schemes, plans, intrigues to use against the system or other prisoners in order, first, for the perverse fun of it, to cause the system problems; second, to escape. This eternal us-against-them dynamic, required the Correction Department to constantly change the prison routines, lest the prisoners clock the rhythm and use that rhythm for escape or adventure.

As he waited, Sandro’s thoughts ranged back to Hettie Rouse and her arraignment in front of Judge Rothwax. It had proceeded, pretty much, as Sandro had expected. When Hettie entered the courtroom, Ruben Alvarado, her former boyfriend, now co-defendant, and, if Quintalian were telling the truth, antagonist, was already standing at the Defense table with Sol Walter Cohen. Alvarado was short and thin, with a large slash scar on the left side of his face that coursed from his temple to the point of chin. Hettie’s presence energized the members of the media seated in the first row of the Courtroom. Reporters leaned forward. Sketch artists with single barrel monocular lenses, permitted to sit in the front row of the jury box, began sketching.

There was a special squad of Court Officers, which, when assembled, looked like the short yardage defense line of the Chicago Bears, but with gun belts and handcuffs. Ordinarily, these Officers were separately assigned to various courtrooms in the building. However, when there was, or when it was anticipated that there might be, trouble or a potential disturbance, these large, beefy men, would receive an alert from the Major in charge of the Court Officers. Four of these beeves had been placed shoulder-to-shoulder just behind frail Hettie and an almost equally emaciated Ruben Alvarado during the arraignment, in front of the waist-high wooden railing, in order to separate them from the audience. Such precautions seemed ludicrous, seeing the size of the defendants. Actually, trouble hadn’t been anticipated from the Defendants; rather, it was to forestall some emotionally aroused or mentally disturbed spectator who might have come to avenge the abused, innocent child, to register a protest against violence with knife in hand.

There had been no disturbance, however. Hettie stood quietly next to Sandro, looking straight ahead, calm, cool, unmoved by any of the activity around her. She said only two words: ‘Not Guilty’. The same for Alvarado. The rest of what had occurred relative to the Defendants was between the Judge, A.D.A. Quintalian, Sir Walter Cohen, and Sandro Luca. During the entire proceeding, Hettie stood or sat with exactly the same expression and attitude of body: unmoved and unmoving, staring blankly ahead.

Although Sandro hadn’t asked for it, Judge Rothwax, in an excess of caution, anticipating difficulties that might be lurking behind such a hideous crime and the placid, unaffected accused, and to avoid delays arising later, ordered a 730 Examination for Hettie.

Pursuant to Article 730 of New York’s Criminal Procedure Law, the Court can order a psychiatric examination of an accused person anytime the Judge is of the opinion that the defendant might be mentally unfit to stand trial. Fitness for trial did not equate to being able to perform reasonably and rationally as a member of society in real life; rather, it meant only that Li’l Bit had to have the capacity to understand the proceedings against her, and had to be able to assist in her own defense. In practical terms, lack of fitness for trial had to border on the bizarre in order for the judge to make note of it. Most of the time, the extent of a preliminary mental examination to determine fitness would be no more than a judge’s observation of the defendant as he or she stood at counsel table, interacting with their Counsel, a mere ‘he or she looks all right to me’ layman’s determination. When a court did order an examination, despite the fact that a great many of the defendants, if they lived next door to you, would cause you to board up your windows or run screaming to the nearest precinct for protection, the vast majority were pronounced fit by the court, and proceeded to trial.

Hettie’s next court appearance was scheduled a week from today. Quintalian had already provided Sandro with the minimum legally required Discovery. Although Quntalian was a nice guy, in the main, prosecutors were not necessarily interested in providing criminals with a level playing field or with information with which to erect a formidable defense to a case that same D.A. had to prosecute. As ninety percent of the judges were former prosecutors, their mindset didn’t stir them to provide any more than the bare minimum of Discovery, lest the inmates take over the whole institution.

Sandro now had thirty days to make any motions he thought necessary to protect Li’l Bit’s rights. The D.A. had two weeks to answer Sandro’s papers. Sandro then had approximately another week to respond to the D.A.’s arguments. Then, the Judge would make a decision on the motions. According to that statutory time table, motion practice would take almost two months. Despite this, in the State courts, imprisoned defendants would be scheduled to appear, for some mindless reason, approximately every two weeks, with the case being adjourned on each occasion because motions were pending. In the Federal system, after a case began, a trial date was set for some time in the future, and in-between, all preliminary motions—not hearings—and other steps to prepare for trial, didn’t require the presence of the defendants. There wasn’t the same compulsion in the Federal system to see the defendant’s face on a bi-weekly basis.

Sandro had developed a theory as to why the State detainees were brought to court so often and needlessly. He opined that there was actually a twenty percent overcrowding condition in the City’s Correction system, but by having approximately twenty percent of the detained population on buses at all times, overcrowding riots were avoided. Perhaps, in addition, some genius had determined that the occasional bus ride over the bridges and through the streets of the City soothed the detainees, helped ease the tensions of being caged.

Perhaps, too, that same genius had determined, that if a defendant is inconvenienced often enough, the wearying effect, the sense of disgust and frustration, mixed with the fear of conviction, increased the potential to obtain a plea of guilt to some lesser charge that would mercifully end the mindless continuum of transportation, waiting, and imprisonment. In the age of computers, the percentage and number of dispositions were essential, particularly since there were so many Acting Supreme Court Judges in the New York State Judicial System.

Sandro stood and walked to the Officer seated at the desk outside the counsel visiting room.

“Anybody seen hide or hair of my defendant, Rouse?” he asked the Officer.

“Counselor, you know that I have no interest in keeping you from seeing your client. When they arrive, you get ’em. Until then …” The Officer shrugged.

“Thanks.”

Sandro went back to his seat.

From the time of the Kings Court, long before the American Revolution, imported with the British system of justice, cases were divided by the seriousness of the crime. Misdemeanors, minor crimes, with penalties of one year or less were handled in an inferior (lesser) jurisdiction court known as Special Sessions. All other crimes, where the potential sentence was more than one year, were called felonies and were handled in General Sessions.

The last case ever handled in Kings Court for the County of New York involved a man named Hercules Herring, who was released on bail May 10, 1776. On that date, Mr. Herring’s case was adjourned to the next term of the Court which was scheduled to convene in August, 1776. Of course, the American Revolution intervened, and Mr. Herring’s case never returned to Kings Court. Nor, for that matter, did the Kings Court. In April, 1783, after the Treaty of Paris recognized the United States of America as a free and independent nation, Court in New York County re-convened as General Sessions of the People of the State of New York.

General and Special Sessions continued to function in New York City until approximately 1960. The name ‘General Sessions’, not the function of the court, was thereafter to be known as the Criminal Division of the Supreme Court of the State of New York. The court of lower jurisdiction became the Criminal Court of the City of New York.

At the time of the transition, there had been nine General Sessions judges in New York County, handling approximately 5,000 felony cases per year. These nine judges were each elected for terms of 14 years. To accommodate these judges, on the upper floors of 100 Centre Street, the Criminal Courts Building, there were nine courtrooms, one for each of the now Supreme Court Judges. In 1966, the Warren Bench began sitting in the Supreme Court of the United States in Washington, deciding in Miranda v. Arizona, that the police had to advise a defendant of his legal rights; otherwise, any statement obtained from that defendant, particularly an admission of guilt, would be stricken as obtained in violation of the defendant’s constitutional privileges. Also not far down the track of the Warren court was the Mapp case, which struck as impermissible any evidence obtained in violation of a defendant’s expectation of privacy; and the Huntley decision that struck down involuntarily obtained confessions—even if Miranda warnings had been given; and the Wade case, which struck down impermissibly suggestive identification procedures. All these safeguards faithfully track the strictures of Thomas Jefferson’s Bill of Rights.

To this very day, conservative administrations, both Federal and State, have been trying to undo, or, at the very least, minimize the rights protected by the Warren Court, because, in the Conservative view of the world, such procedures serve only to deter the swift administration of justice, coddling criminals while directly endangering the public. It never dawns upon these critics—except if their son or daughter happens to be arrested—that a defendant in a criminal case is a citizen accused of a crime, entitled to all the protections the Constitution allows, becoming a criminal only if and when he or she is convicted of a crime.

In order to accommodate the wider range of protections resulting from the Warren Court, 55 judges now sit in the Criminal Division of the Supreme Court, New York County, handling approximately 10,000 felony cases a year, a fivefold increase in the number of judges over the original nine State Supreme Court Justices, handling approximately twice the number of felonies. The need for additional judges has not been filled by the legislature through the creation of new Supreme Court Justices. Rather, the balance of needed judges are culled from the Criminal Courts—where judges are appointed by the Mayor—temporarily designated ‘Acting’ Supreme Court Justices. When this elevation occurs, so does the salary paid, to bring the Criminal Court Judge in parity with a Supreme Court Justice (from approximately $90,000 per annum to approximately $132,000 per annum), not to mention the prestige garnered from sitting and functioning in the Supreme Court.

Under this system, the vast majority of judges sitting in the Criminal Division of the Supreme Court in the City of New York, are ‘Acting’ Judges, with no tenure or term, serving at the pleasure and whim of those who appoint them. They can be ‘flopped’ back to the lower court any time they do not perform according to the standard determined by the current Administration. These flopped judges return, their tails between their legs, to the Criminal Court, serving thereafter without the title, authority, or the salary of a Supreme Court Justice. The Damocles Sword keeps the ‘Acting’ Justices in line, preventing random or rogue decisions which do not comport to the ideals of the Administration.

“Rouse,” called a white-shirted Captain of Corrections.

“Right here,” said Sandro, walking toward the captain.

“Your client Hettie Rouse?” the Captain asked, eyeing Sandro carefully.

“Yes.”

“She’s in segregation—you understand why, I’m sure—she can’t be brought here to visit. Being that she’s a female in segregation, we don’t have the facilities here for those kinds of counsel visits. You’ll have to go to Rikers.”

“I called yesterday, I told them exactly who I wanted produced, the office said okay, she’d be produced. Why didn’t somebody tell me yesterday that she couldn’t be produced here?”

“Can’t tell you that, Counselor. Only thing I know is that she isn’t here. You have to go to Rikers if you want to see her.”

“That’s just great.”

“Sorry, Counselor.” The Captain leaned toward Sandro to whisper, “somebody’s liable to shank her over here for what she’s done.”

“She hasn’t been convicted yet,” said Sandro.

“Right, right.” The Captain looked deeply into Sandro’s eyes, and in that one look, conveyed the reality of the entire system: these are only technical maneuvers we’re going through, for the sake of appearance.

The next day, Sandro drove to Hazen Street in Queens, then across a bridge that spanned the water which coursed around LaGuardia Airport before it emptied into Long Island Sound. From there, he was transported by bus to the Women’s House of Detention. After a long wait, Hettie Rouse was brought to the caged entrance of the Lawyers Visiting Room. No matter where she was brought, and by whom, Sandro noticed that everyone—guards, prisoners, even other lawyers in the visiting area—looked in her direction with silent revulsion.

As the Guard was inserting the large key into the barred gate to let Hettie into the visiting area, Hettie’s eyes searched the interior of the room. When her eyes met Sandro’s through the bars, she nodded slightly, meekly. Upon entering, she quickly moved to the chair across the little desk at which Sandro sat. The other lawyers and defendants around them began to speak amongst themselves.

“Hello, Hettie,” said Sandro.

Hettie looked at Sandro with her frightened eyes, winced her lips momentarily, then looked down, looked up again for an instant, then stared over Sandro’s shoulder at the far wall.

“I wanted to talk with you, to make sure you understood everything that’s gone on so far.”

“Yes, sir,” she murmured.

“We don’t have to go back to court for about ten days. In the meantime, we’ll be receiving Discovery materials from the D.A.”

“Discovering what, Mr.—?”

“Luca. Papers, documents, facts about the case that have been gathered by the police, so we have some idea what they are going to present in court.”

“What will I do with them when I get them?” asked Hettie, glancing at Sandro for a moment.

“The Prosecutor will send all the information, and photographs, crime scene information to me. Then I’ll bring the material for you to see.”

“I don’t want to see no pictures, Mr.… what’s your name again, mister?”

“Luca.”

“Mr. Luke. No pictures.” Hettie shook her head forlornly, staring down at the table. “No pictures.”

“Okay, no pictures. Another thing the D.A. will supply is any statements that have been made. I understand you made a statement to the Police.”

Hettie shrugged slowly without looking up.

“Did you say things to the police about the case?”

“That mean I spoke to them, told them what went down?”

“Yes,” said Sandro.

Hettie nodded. Her face was impassive, not angry, not sad, not anything. Just impassive, vague, focused elsewhere. Sandro wondered how Hettie’s 730 Examination would turn out. Did she know what was going on? he wondered.

“Did you speak to any psych … to any doctors since you’ve been back here from court?” Sandro said.

“At the police?”

“No, since you were in court a few days ago, with me?”

Hettie shook her head. “Don’t talk to nobody.”

“When you were at the police station, did the police tell you what your rights were before you spoke to them? Did they tell you that you didn’t have to speak to them, that you could have a lawyer, things like that?”

She nodded, not looking up. “Yes, sir, mm hmm, they did, Mr. Luke.”

“Before you made any statement, before you spoke to them and told them what happened?”

“Just call me Li’l Bit. That’s what everybody calls me, Li’l Bit.”

Sandro nodded. He wanted to make notes, but he didn’t take out a pad and pencil. Note taking often made clients self-conscious, apprehensive, stopped them from talking freely. Right now, Sandro wanted Hettie to talk, to hear her speak, to listen to her mind working.

“The police explained that you didn’t have to talk to them, that you could have a lawyer, that anything you said could be used against you?”

“Yes they did.”

“Before you made any statements, told them what happened with your daughter?”

“Yes, sir, they did. Is that bad, Mister Luke?” She looked at Sandro for a moment again.

“No, no, it’s fine, Hettie—Li’l Bit. That’s what they’re supposed to do.” That eliminates a Miranda violation, thought Sandro. “What did you tell them?”

Hettie shook her head with excruciating slowness, her eyes lowered to the table, focused on some other place, some other time.

“Do you remember what you told them?”

Hettie began to nod with the same slow beat with which she had been shaking her head, her face calm, her eyes staring ahead, her lips pursed tight.

“You don’t want to talk about it?” asked Sandro.

Hettie began shaking her head in the negative again, her lips pursing a bit tighter.

“We’ll have to talk about it one of these days, Hettie.”

She almost smiled for a fraction of a second. Still, she did not look at Sandro. “Only my Daddy called me Hettie. He was the only one. Everybody else just called me Li’l Bit.”

“Tell me about your father.”

“About what?”

“About when you were a little girl.” In his mind, Sandro was already far down the line as far as the case was concerned, already past the guilt phase, the question of whether she and Alvarado committed the crime. The evidence, the statements they each made, implicating each other, simultaneously implicating themselves, left room for little doubt, certainly not reasonable doubt before a jury that would ordinarily be revulsed by any murder, more particularly, the murder of a little child, by her mother, in conjunction with a man who was then and there raping the little child. In Sandro’s mind, the trial was already lost. No question. The only avenue was to concentrate on the second phase of the trial which would be dedicated exclusively to death, and whether the State should visit such punishment on Hettie Rouse.

Hettie shrugged. “Not much to tell. Not much to remember.”

“What kind of childhood did you have?” Sandro asked easily, searching for mitigation, facts, if any, which might show that Hettie was not such a monster as the raw, unvarnished facts and circumstances suggested.

Hettie shrugged. “Nice.”

“You had a nice childhood? Is that what you’re saying?” said Sandro.

“You remind me of my Daddy,” said Hettie.

“I remind you of your Daddy?” said Sandro, purposely entering a reflective conversational mode, reflecting the prisoners own words back into a question, to keep their thoughts going, to draw their thoughts out of themselves.

Hettie nodded her head quickly this time, almost a real smile on her lips for a second. “He was a nice man.” The smile disappeared. “Didn’t know him too much. He lit out when I was four. We lived at 465 West 147th Street, in a little apartment on the top floor. That was before the trouble.”

“The trouble?”

“Trouble ’tween him and my Mom. He come up the stairs one night. You could hear him shouting from downstairs. ‘Bitch’, he shouted. ‘Whore bitch’, too. My mother and him had a big fight. He saying my mother was selling herself in the street, saying he wouldn’t stand for it, saying he was a man. And, then he was gone.” Hettie was staring at the table again, nodding slowly.

“He said she was selling herself, and they had a big fight, and he was gone?”

Hettie kept nodding silently, rocking on her seat now.

Sandro watched her silently, waiting for her to finish her thoughts. Hettie just kept rocking forward and back.

“What about your mother, Hettie? What happened after the big fight?”

Hettie kept rocking silently, shaking her head.

“Does she still live in the same place?”

Hettie nodded, still rocking, then shook her head again, slowly, over and over as she rocked.

“We’re going to have to talk about these things, Hettie.”

A flicker of a smile appeared when he spoke her name, then a tighter pursing of her lips.

“I need—I want you to sign something for me, Hettie.” Sandro took an authorization form out of his briefcase. He wanted to begin searching into her past, into the past of her parents, her grandparents, her brothers, sisters—everyone and everything that had gone into making her Hettie Rouse, sitting across from a lawyer, charged with an unspeakably horrible crime.

“What’s it for?”

“It’s an authorization form. I want to get your school records, your medical records.”

“Nothing wrong with me,” she said curtly.

“I know that. I have to get your school records, other old records, for the case. You have to sign this so I can get them.”

“You going to talk to my Momma?”

“Not unless I tell you first.”

She looked into Sandro’s eyes for a moment. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Don’t forget, you promised, right?” said Hettie, looking at the table again.

“You ever a Girl Scout?” Sandro raised three fingers of his right hand.

“Un, unh,” she shook her head negatively. She looked at Sandro’s hand, making the three finger salute, then at Sandro for a long moment now. “You a nice man, Mister Luke. I’m glad you my lawyer.”

“Me, too, Hettie.” Sandro smiled at her softly.

“You funning me, Mister Luke?”

“I’ll never fun you, Hettie, never. I’m glad I’m your lawyer, too.”

“You not going to bother my Momma, or nobody?”

“Not right now. I will have to at some time—” She studied Sandro’s face again, “—not unless I tell you about it first.”

“Nobody? Not my Momma. Or Father, or my Brother?”

“Not no one, not no how,” said Sandro. Hettie did not pick up on the Wizard of Oz language.

Hettie studied Sandro’s eyes for a few seconds more, then reached with her left hand toward the piece of paper he had put on the table.

Sandro handed Hettie his pen.


Flash Inn : July 27, 1996 : 2:45 P.M.

“I don’t have much time,” said Money Dozier, his eyelids fluttering. Awgust Nichols sat across the table. “I’m on my way from the lawyer’s office, and I have to be home in about an hour or the bracelet people’ll report me missing.” They were seated in the side dining room, at the back of the Flash Inn. There were no other customers in the area. Soft light from the tin shaded lamps that hung over each table cut silent, v-shaped swaths through the wood of the decor and the red of the table cloths. “Red called me and told me he wants you to rearrange his finances, get him more liquid. He’s got things he has to do, things to take care of.”

Nichols nodded.

“He also said he wants you to visit him at the M.C.C.—he’s putting you on his visiting list—he’ll explain everything to you hisself.”

Nichols nodded again. “When should I go?”

“It takes a little time for you to get approved for his visiting list. When you coming up for sentence?” he asked Anton Taylor, who was seated on the left side of the table, between Money and Awgust.

“My lawyer—Mr. Darrow, I call him,” said Taylor, making a derisive sound, “he asked for a postponement. Needs time to get me buried.”

Money nodded. “Whatever you do with Red’s holdings,” he said, turning his fluttering eyelids back toward Nichols, “do the same for me.”

The men stopped speaking as the old waiter walked toward the table, balancing a tray of drinks held at shoulder level. He swivelled his wrist slowly, bringing the tray down to his waist. “There you are, Mr. Money,” he said, placing a drink in front of Money, “a very, very, very dry martini, stirred, not shaken, just like Mr. Red and you likes.”

“Thank you, Matthew. Best waiter in New York. Not Harlem, mind you, but in all of New York.” Money sliced a quick smile, accompanied by fluttered eyelids.

“Thank you, Mr. Money.” He placed a drink in front of Anton Taylor. “I sure hope Mr. Red is okay.” The waiter shook his head. “Terrible thing, Mr. Money. Terrible. Mr. Red sent my daughter to school, you know,” he said to Nichols and Taylor. “Fine man, Mr. Red. Arranged her to get in and paid the tuition hisself, Mr. Red did.” Matthew stood nodding his appreciation for another moment. “I hope your friend’s girlfriend from the other day is feeling better,” he said to Nichols as he placed a drink in front of him. “The one with the Long Island Ice Tea.”

Nichols looked blankly at the waiter, then glanced at Money.

“Trouble?” said Money as he sipped his drink.

“No trouble. Just some friendly I-talians from up in Pelham, going to the game the other day,” Nichols said. “They get so carried away when they talk that I-talian. Their hands always movin’ an’ all. One of them had a girlfriend that had a little too much to drink, that’s all.”

“Mmmm.” Money lifted his glass. “Better days.” He winced a smile, then closed his eyes thoughtfully. “Days could hardly be worse.”

“Better days,” said Nichols, touching his glass to Money’s. Taylor did the same.

“I’ll be up in the front if you want anything, Mr. Money. Gentlemen.” The waiter moved slowly back toward the bar.

The three men sat silently at the table for a few moments. “Everything else okay?” Money said absently to Nichols.

“It’s a struggle keeping everything balanced,” Nichols smiled, shrugged, “but it’s okay.”

Money nodded. “Mmm. Don’t like thinking about Mr. Red sitting there in that jail.”

“No,” said Nichols.

“No.” Money looked off toward the far wall. “Well, I guess I better be getting back to my apartment before the bracelet people miss me,” said Money, rising. “Don’t forget what Mr. Red wants,” he said to Awgust. “Good luck,” he said to Taylor.

“Maybe something good’ll happen for Anton we don’t even know about,” said Nichols.

“Yeah, like maybe that Judge’ll fall down, break her skinny neck,” said Taylor.

“Mmm. Stopped expectin’ miracles a long time ago. Excuse me, gentlemen.” He walked toward the bar. When he reached the partition that separated the dining area from the bar, Matthew, the waiter, stepped out of the alcove where coats and hats were checked. His unexpected appearance made Money hesitate momentarily.

“Sorry, Mr. Money,” said Matthew. “Just wanted to tell you. Them folks that were here the other day with—” he nodded his head toward the back dining area “—they were not I-talians.”

“The ones with Awgust?” Money’s eyelids fluttered as he glanced toward the ceiling.

“Yes sir, Mr. Money. Just now I overheard Mr. Nichols tell you his friends were I-talian.” Matthew shook his head. “I worked in a I-talian restaurant, down in East Harlem. And Mr. Danny and Mr. Joe here are I-talian. I know how I-talian sounds. And them folks that was here wasn’t talkin’ no I-talian.”

“Hmmmm. Interesting. What were they talkin’, Mathew? You know?”

“Can’t say exactly, Mr. Money. Not Spanish neither. Somethin’ strange’s all I know. Positively sure it was no I-talian.”

“Hmmmm. That’s very perplexin’ Matthew.”

A nearby telephone rang. Matthew, standing right next to the desk where the phone was located, picked up the receiver. “Flash Inn.” He listened, then smiled. “He’s standin’ right here,” Matthew said into the phone. Money looked quizzically at Matthew. “It’s Mr. Red.”

Money took the receiver. “Hello?” His eyes fluttered as he tilted back his head.

“That you, Money?” said Red.

“It’s me, Mr. Red.”

“I thought you’d be there for a very, very dry martini. Am I right? Is that what you’re drinking?”

“You got it exactly,” said Money.

“Have one for me, while you’re at it.”

“I surely will, Mr. Red.”

“You see Awgust?”

“He’s here now, Mr. Red. I was just talking to him about those things you and me talked about on the phone.”

“Excellent. Excellent. You tell him I want him to come to see me?”

“I did that as well. Just as you asked.” Money motioned to Matthew, the waiter, who was standing near the end of the partition, watching the dining room.

“Yes sir, Mr. Money?” said Matthew.

“You sure those people speaking to Mr. Nichols were not speaking I-talian?”

“Positive, Mr. Money. They were speaking some foreign language, but definitely not I-talian. And they weren’t talking with their hands, except one of them gentlemen smacked a lady that was with them right in the face. Pretty good slap, too.”

“Mmm. Mr. Red,” Money said into the phone softly. “I got something for you to cogitate.”

“What’s that, Money? Who was that you were talking to?”

“Matthew, the waiter.”

“Let me say hello to Matthew.”

“Mr. Red wants to say hello,” Money said to the waiter.

The waiter smiled as he took the phone. “Yes, sir, Mr. Red. How are you? Guess not so good, being where you’re at.”

“No, no, it’s fine, Matthew. Cooking and drinks are not as good as I’d like, but, tips and all, we’re getting along.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Red.”

“How have you been, Matthew? How’s your family?”

“Real fine, Mr. Red. Real fine. Daughter Ruby was asking about you when she heard on the news about you.”

“You say hello to Ruby for me, hear?”

“Yes sir, Mr. Red. Her little girl is almost all grown. Thirteen, now. Mostly ’cause of your help.”

“You say hello to that young lady, too. What’s her name?”

“Evangeline,” said Matthew with a proud smile.

“Evangeline. Lovely.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Red.”

“Let me talk to Money, again.”

The waiter handed the phone back to Money.

“What’s that you were saying I should think about?” said Red.

“Matthew was telling me he was here the other day, and Awgust and Anton was with some people. He says these folks became somewhat agitated. So much so that one of them slaps a girlfriend in the face, or something. So he says, just now, Matthew does, to Awgust, as he putting down his drink, ‘I hope your friend’s girlfriend is feeling better’. And I say to Awgust, just in passing, ‘any trouble?’ And he says to me, ‘no, just some I-talians from Pelham’. He said they got all excited and all, like I-talians get when they’re talkin’. Then Matthew takes me aside just now and tells me he knows I-talian, worked in some places, listens to Danny and Joe over here. He says they weren’t no I-talians. Some foreign language—but definitely not I-talian.”

“Matthew is a good man. Knows his stuff. Used to be a collector for the number with us in the old days, remember?”

“I remember—Forty-Ninth Street.”

“Never made a mistake with the count, never a penny off.”

“Mmm, I remember. That’s why I thought I’d tell you.”

“Never knew Matthew to miss anything. Some foreign language, he said, but not Italian? Is he sure?”

“He said he’s positive.”

“Positive,” repeated Matthew.

“And Awgust lied about it when you asked him?”

“That’s what he did,” said Money.

“That is something to think about.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Money’s eyelids fluttered at the ceiling again.

“Give Matthew a hundred,” said Red.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Red.”

“Don’t say anything to Awgust, while I sleep on it,” said Red.

“No, sir, I won’t.” Money cradled the phone between his neck and shoulder, turned his back to Matthew, and fished into his pants pocket for a roll of bills. He peeled a hundred from the center.

“I’ll call you at home later on,” said Red. “I want to think about why my nephew is lying.”

Money hung up the phone. He folded the hundred small in the palm of his hand. “Thank you, Matthew,” he said, shaking hands with the waiter, transferring the folded bill into the waiter’s hand. “Keep the faith, Matthew.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Money,” the waiter said with a nod. “Yes sir. Anything for Mr. Red and you.”


Sandro’s Office : July 29, 1996 : 11:30 A.M.

“Jose Alvares is here,” Sandro’s secretary announced over the intercom. Sandro was seated behind his desk, reading the first draft of a Motion to Inspect the Grand Jury Minutes, Dismiss an Indictment, and for a Bill of Particulars in Li’l Bit’s case. He didn’t expect the Judge would actually dismiss the Indictment, but he had to make the motion.

“Bring him in,” said Sandro as he read.

Two days ago, an echoing, hollow-sounding phone call from Colombia was received in Sandro’s office. Since the man who called spoke only Spanish, Sandro’s Puerto Rican secretary translated for him. One of these days, he had to learn to speak Spanish, Sandro resolved for the two hundredth time. The man on the phone said he was a friend of the White Whale, from Cali, and that someone in New York would be in touch with him about something important. Yesterday, a person identifying himself as Jose Alvares called the office, also speaking only Spanish, saying that Sandro should have been expecting his call and that he wanted to make an appointment.

The secretary opened the door to Sandro’s office and two men entered. One was of medium height and weight. He had brown, wavy hair and wore an open-necked shirt with a glitzy gold medallion on a chain displayed against his chest. Behind him was a tall, taciturn, beefy man with a thick neck. The man with the gold chain was actually Bill Santiago, a member of Supervisor Michael Becker’s D.E.A. Squad. The beefy man was Ignacio Rodriquez, one of Santiago’s informants.

“Come in, sit down,” said Sandro, pointing to the chair opposite his desk and to the couch against the side wall. The man with the gold chain smiled, shook Sandro’s hand, saying “Jose Alvares,” and sat in the wing chair. The beefy man, without even glancing at Sandro or saying a word, sat on the couch with a fixed stare straight out the windows to Sandro’s left.

“Do you speak English?” Sandro asked. Alvares shrugged, pursing his lips. The beefy one didn’t turn his head or respond.

“Connie, come in a minute,” Sandro said to his secretary who had remained by the door. She walked into the room and stood behind the wing chair where Alvares sat. The beefy man sat, stared right past Connie, as if she wasn’t there.

“How can I help you?” Sandro said toward Alvares. Connie translated.

“I wanted to find out what is happening about the money,” Alvares said in Spanish. Connie translated into English for Sandro.

“What money are we talking about?” Sandro said. Over the years, Sandro had developed a manner with which to speak to people professionally. He couched his thoughts in words that might be telecast over Channel 5’s nightly news broadcast. Even though Alvares said that he was sent by someone Sandro knew, Alvares was a stranger, at first a mere voice on a phone, now a mere presence in his office. In the vortex of criminals and drug traffickers caught in flagrante delicto, who cooperated with Law Enforcement, with treachery undertaken for the sake of lightening sentences of cooperators, with criminal lawyers being the tastiest morsels for prosecutors’s appetites, the danger of being sucked into the dark churn or undercover surveillance was both powerful and real. Sandro became more cautious because of that strange beef sitting on the couch, staring fixedly out the window.

“The money from the apartment, in Queens—two million something is a lot of money.”

“Yes, it is,” said Sandro, now wondering who this man Alvares was who was inquiring about the money that had been taken from the Quesada apartment, and which the Quesadas had already discussed with him the day after it was seized.

“Can you find out where the money is? Why they took this money?” Connie translated Alvares’ words as he continued to speak. “It is important to know who is, you know—” Alvares rapidly opened and closed the thumb against the fingers of his left hand, like a parrot’s beak when it talks. “The informante.”

There was something in Alvares’ tone that Sandro didn’t like. “Frankly, I don’t know where the money is. I haven’t been able to locate it yet,” said Sandro. “However, if what you want to know is who told the policia about the money—that’s very simple.”

“Si, si?” said Alvares quickly, now moving forward to the edge of his seat. “Quien?”

Alvares’ quick reaction to Sandro’s last remark made him realize that Alvares understood more English than he admitted. “Someone on the inside of some drug organization is providing information to the Government.” Connie translated Sandro’s words into Spanish.

“Yes, of course,” Connie translated for Alvares, who now sat back again. “We would like you to find out who it is who is doing this? It is important to know.”

Sandro shook his head. “I don’t think so.” Connie translated.

“You don’t think it is important?” said Alvares.

“No, I don’t think I can find out. Not unless the Government wishes to tell me—which I am sure is not going to happen.”

“Why is that?”

“Simply, the D.E.A. or the police, or whoever seized the money, is quite happy seizing money based on this Informant’s tips. They are not going to reveal who the person is, because once the Informant is revealed, he or she will no longer be able to provide further information, and then the Government cannot continue to seize money.”

Alvares nodded as Connie translated. “We will pay well for this information.”

“You’ll have to pay someone else,” said Sandro. “I cannot obtain that sort of information for you.”

Alvares nodded. “Maybe later, when you find who has the money.”

“Only if and when the Government wishes to tell me who their informant is. What is your connection to this money?”

“I represent a friend of the Quesada’s, the family who had the money in their apartment. The friend is from over there, you know,” Alvares said with an elaborate gesture with his head toward the outside.

Sandro again glanced at the tub of beef on the couch. He was still staring straight ahead, seemingly oblivious of the conversation.

“Why is it that we do not know who has the money?” said Alvares in Spanish. Sandro waited for Connie’s translation.

“It may be that the money hasn’t been turned in yet,” said Sandro. “Or it may be that the agents are going to pocket the money. That is quite possible.” Might as well have some fun with these people, thought Sandro.

“Agents steal the money?” Connie translated back from the Spanish.

“Maybe. The people who seized the money might have been thieves masquerading as police.”

“Oh, I see,” said Alvares.

“Or, it’s possible that they may have been real law enforcement agents who also happen to be thieves.”

“You really want me to translate that?” Connie said to Sandro.

“Do the best you can. I think Mr. Alvares understands some English,” Sandro said, looking directly at Alvares. Connie elaborated a long translation for Alvares.

“You think this money was stolen by ladrones?” Connie translated for Alvares.

“I have no idea,” said Sandro. “Once, I couldn’t find money that was seized for six months. The money was seized in Queens. It turned out that the District Attorney in Manhattan claimed to have seized the money. I’ll keep calling different police agencies. If I find that it was seized by thieves, I’ll call the police.”

“You call the police to find these kind of thieves?” Alvares asked.

“Absolutely. Whether the people who took the money are thieves pretending to be the police, or whether they are real agents who are thieves, whatever I find out, I will report to the police, and let the law deal with them.” That last remark had just the right ‘for-publication’ tone, thought Sandro.

Alvares studied Sandro, as Connie, still standing behind the chair, translated Sandro’s last statement. He pursed his lips. “You are very thorough,” Alvares said. He smiled quickly, glanced over to the beefy one, who still paid no attention to anything in the room, then back to Sandro. “May I contact you again, sometime later, in case you have more information?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you.” Alvares stood and reached forward to shake Sandro’s hand. The beefy one rose and turned toward the door without saying a word.

Sandro watched Connie accompany the two men out of his office. He was still staring at the doorway when Connie walked back into his office.

“What do you make of Haystack Calhoun?” Connie said, nodding toward the couch.

“Both of them were strange, actually.”

“You think Alvares was strange? I thought he was kind of cute.”

“You think everyone is cute.”

“No, I don’t. Only when they are,” she laughed. “It just happens to be the case that he was cute.”

“I found him more curious than cute,” said Sandro.

“Curious is good, too,” said Connie.

“I think he was an Agent.”

“Really? Why do you say that?”

“Just a gut feeling.” In his mind, Sandro was trying to figure out what made Alvares seem more curious than cute.


Brighton Beach : July 29, 1996 : 10:45 P.M.

Awgust Nichols stood next to Supervisor Becker in a two-way mirrored gallery above the Arrivals hall at J.F.K. Airport. Mulvehill and Geraghty were also looking out through the mirror, as a crowd of people from the Delta flight from Bucharest entered the hall.

“Who, exactly, are we looking for,” Becker asked Nichols as he studied the emerging crowd.

“A fellow named Sascha. He should be with a woman, probably named Anna.”

“You know what this Sascha looks like?” said Becker.

“I sure do.”

The lines of people below split into two large groups, ‘U.S. Citizens’ to one area, ‘All Others’ to a different one. In turn, the groups flowed single-file through a maze of tape stretched between thin stanchions toward Immigration Officers who sat in small cubicles, checking documents.

“There he is now,” said Nichols, seeing Sascha emerge from the far doorway. “The one with the brown sports jacket.”

“I thought you said he’d be with a woman,” said Becker.

“I thought so … Wait! There’s Anna now,” he said as the line of people made its way from the escalator to the main hall. “The one in the biker’s cap.” There, toting a leather satchel, her leather biker’s hat at a rakish angle, wearing a leather jacket, jeans, and high-heeled leather boots, was Anna. She was walking and talking with a voluptuous blonde woman in a cloth coat with a thick fur collar and black leather, high heeled-boots.

Sascha, several people ahead, then Anna and the blonde, entered the ‘All Others’ line.

“Who’s the blonde the one in the biker’s cap is talking to?” said Becker.

“Don’t know. I’ve never seen her before,” said Nichols.

“Quite the looker,” said Mulvehill, “in a gaudy, Russian way,” he added.

“Nice work if you can get it,” said Geraghty.

“The women are completely ignoring Sascha,” said Mulvehill. “Look, they’re passing him as the line zig-zags and not even talking to him.”

“Part of the routine,” said Becker. “If anyone is carrying kilo weight heroin, you can bet it’s strapped to the legs of one or both of the women.”

““On the inside of the upper thigh, right?” said Mulvehill.

“Exactly,” said Becker, “where Customs will be unlikely to search if the women are ballsy enough and can act as if nothing is happening.”

“She’s tough as nails, that Anna,” said Nichols.

“She looks it. Cheap brass, both of them,” said Becker.

“Uri will probably pick them up,” said Nichols.

“What’s Uri look like?”

“Bald, heavy-set, fat lips.”

“And they’ll be going?” asked Becker.

“From here they’ve got to go to Romanoff’s, in Brighton Beach. I’m supposed to meet Uri there in about an hour.”

“Mother Hen to Bird Dog Two,” Becker said into the radio he held in his hand, “do you read me?”

There was a squawk, then static. “Bird Dog Two, Mother Hen, we read you” said Lou Castoro’s voice.

“The plane has landed,” Becker said into the radio. “Be alert for a Russian, either out in the lobby, or in a car outside. His name is Uri. Bald, thick-set, big lips. He’ll be waiting to pick up a subject, maybe three, one male, two females, coming out of Customs. The male is in a brown sports jacket and black pants. There are two female subjects. One is dark-haired, in a leather jacket and a leather biker’s cap. The other is tall, blonde, with a black coat and big fur collar.”

“Apprehend them?” Bird Dog Two said over the radio.

“Negative. Just keep tabs on them, follow them. Stay well back so they don’t see you.”

“Roger.”

Becker turned to Mulvehill. “You’d better get out there, be ready in your car, in case the party separates.”

Mulvehill nodded.

“You want me to go with Pete, Boss?” Geraghty asked.

“Yes,” said Becker as he alternately watched Sascha, then the two women, as they approached the interview booths. Supervisor Becker had been joined by a female Immigration Supervisor with dark hair and glasses, who was also looking out through the two-way windows onto the lower level and the lines of travelers. She wore an identification tag which bore the words, ‘Stanton, Supervisor’.

“That male subject in the brown sports jacket, and those two women there,” Becker said to Supervisor Stanton. “The woman in the biker’s hat and the other woman in the fur collared coat.” Supervisor Stanton nodded. “I want as much information as we can get from their passports, names, addresses, places they’re staying in the New York area, everything your people can find out without causing suspicion.”

“Understood,” said Supervisor Stanton. She turned and left the gallery area. In a few minutes, Becker and Nichols saw the Supervisor appear on the lower level. They watched as she spoke for a few minutes to a black Immigration Officer in a white shirt. Supervisor Stanton then walked to Interview Cubicle #14, relieving an Officer who had been interviewing incoming non-citizens. The black Immigration Officer to whom Supervisor Stanton had spoken walked over to the Officer directing the flow of non-citizens to the various interview booths. Sascha was fourth in the waiting line. Anna and the blonde were four places behind Sascha. The Officer directing traffic instructed Sascha to move to the yellow waiting line several feet back from Interview Booth #14. When Anna and the blonde reached the front of the line, without instruction, Anna started walking to Interview Booth #12. The Officer directing traffic walked over to Anna and told her to move back to the head of the main line. Anna said something to the Officer. From the look on her face, it wasn’t a compliment.

Sascha moved to Interview Booth # 14 to be interviewed by Supervisor Stanton. The Officer at the head of the line directed Anna and the blonde to stand at the ready line to Booth #14. Anna said something to the Immigration Officer again, pointing to other interview booths where no one was on the ready line. Her body language was belligerent, caustic. The Officer again pointed Anna toward Booth #14. The black Officer whom Supervisor Stanton had originally spoken with walked over and spoke to Anna. Reluctantly, Anna and the blonde accepted directions to wait on the ready line for Interview Booth #14.

“I told you she was a bitch,” said Nichols.

Becker said nothing as he watched Supervisor Stanton take the passport from Sascha and process it through a mechanical reader on her desk. “You sure these people are going to be heading to Romanoff’s?” Becker asked Nichols.

“That’s where I’m supposed to meet Uri,” said Nichols. “It’s on Brighton Beach Avenue.”

“Bird Dog Two, come in.”

“Bird Dog Two.”

“We have three subjects, but they may break into two groups. If they do, you follow the guy in brown jacket and black pants. Bird Dog One, do you read me?”

“Bird Dog One.”

“You in position to watch the exit door?”

“Roger, Mother Hen.”

“You follow the women if they break away from the male subject. When he comes out—he should be first through the door—identify the male for Bird Dog Two.”

“Roger that.”

“You’re probably going to proceed to a restaurant in Brighton Beach called Romanoffs, on Brighton Beach Avenue, in Brooklyn.”

“Roger, Mother Hen.”

“Bird Dog One, keep your eyes on the two women. They’re being interviewed now.” Becker glanced toward the interview booth where Supervisor Stanton was now speaking with Anna and the blonde. “Watch for them to come out, One. Keep me advised if you see another male subject who may be picking up one or both groups of subjects.” Becker removed his finger from the send button on his radio. “You know what kind of car this Uri drives?” Becker asked Nichols.

“No.”

“Keep your eyes peeled for someone, bald, thick-set, Russian, waiting or hovering near the entrance. He should be meeting the subjects.”

“Roger.”

“I’m staying here until Bird Dog One and Two leave the area. This Uri knows what the C.I. looks like. We can’t take the chance he’ll spot him. Let me know which route they take—probably the Belt Parkway. I’ll follow behind until we get to Romanoff’s.”

“Roger,” said Mulvehill. “Bird Dog Two, here comes the male subject out of the exit, wearing a brown sports jacket, black pants. He’s looking around.”

“Got him, Bird Dog One.”

Supervisor Stanton kept Anna and the blonde busy a few more minutes, then permitted them to pass.

“Bird Dog One, the female subjects have cleared immigration,” Becker said. “Do you read?”

“Affirmative,” Mulvehill said over the radio.

“They still have to retrieve their luggage and clear Customs.”

“Roger.”

“Let me get you set up,” Becker said, turning to Nichols. “Open your shirt.”

Supervisor Becker took a body recorder and a roll of adhesive tape from an attache case beside his leg.

Brighton Beach Avenue, the center of the Russian community in New York, has an elevated subway line running over its middle. Lining both sides of the Avenue, are stores and shops selling all descriptions of merchandise and services, beauty parlors, travel agents, restaurants, hardware stores, all catering to a Russian speaking clientele. There were also several large party clubs interspersed along its length. Romanoff’s was one of these party clubs. It’s entrance was simple, with just the name ‘Romanoff’s’ in square, back lit letters, over a double width glass door, which led to a stairway, to a raised entrance balcony and then a large hall with an array of long tables to one side of a long dance floor. A stage was on the opposite side of the dance floor, facing the tables.

“Mother Hen, this is Bird Dog Two. All the subjects, three in number, entered and traveled together in the one vehicle, driven by a thick-set, bald man. We’ve followed them to the restaurant, Romanoff’s. All four subjects, two male, two female, have entered the restaurant. We have set up observation a block west of the restaurant, on the south side of Brighton Beach Avenue, facing east. Do you read, Mother Hen?”

“I read you,” said Becker. Nichols sat in the passenger seat beside him. “What kind of vehicle were they driving, Bird Dog Two?”

“Black Lexus, Mother Hen. New York license plate A-U-T-l-4-6-2.”

“Bird Dog One, where are you located?”

“Bird Dog One. We’ve followed the Black Lexus as well. We’ve set up a block east of Romanoff’s restaurant, north side, facing west on Brighton Beach Avenue.”

Becker exited the Belt Parkway and headed south on Ocean Parkway. Before he reached Brighton Beach Avenue, Becker made a left turn, and proceeded along a different avenue, parallel to Bright Beach Avenue.

“I’m going to drop you about a block north of the Avenue,” Becker said to Nichols. “You walk the block to the club so no one will see you getting out of this car. Go inside and meet your friend Uri and see if you can get him into conversation about the shipment.”

“That ought to be easy,” said Nichols. “That’s the reason I’m meeting him in the first place.”

“Fine. I’ll stay on the side street, off the corner, and monitor you from inside the vehicle.”

Nichols walked south from the vehicle to Brighton Beach Avenue, turning right at the corner.

“Mother Hen, C.I. just passed Bird Dog One, walking west.”

“Roger, Bird Dog One.”

As he neared the entrance of Romanoff’s, people on the sidewalk in front of the club began to stare at Nichols’. Not many black people frequented this neighborhood, especially at night. Nichols walked up the two steps leading to the lower entry foyer of Romanoff’s. First the valet parkers, then the hat check man, wearing an ordinary suit jacket with a gold braid looped under one arm pit and around his shoulder, studied this stranger. Nichols felt uncomfortably alone as he glanced around, trying to acclimate himself to the interior of the restaurant. A group of young women, heavily made up, clad in tight-fitting dresses, deep decolletage, smoking cigarettes, were descending the stairway. The attention of all, momentarily, was drawn to the black man, then they rushed out into the street, laughing, speaking Russian, smoking.

“Nicholas, Nicholas,” Uri called from the balcony at the top of the stairs. “Come on up, come up.”

Nichols smiled broadly and waved as he started up the steps.

“Come on”, Uri said, walking down a couple of steps to meet him. “I’m with Sascha, and two animal women.” He put his strong arm around Nichols’s shoulder.

In the Government vehicle, that arm around the shoulder caused noisy rustling of clothes on a transmission which was mostly static and squawks. “You know—sschhhh—sschhhh—women” was all that came over the speaker in Becker’s car.

“Godammit,” Becker murmured as he tried to tune out the squawk. It only became worse when he turned the dial. Loud music drowned out most of the conversation now. “You—sschhhh—one of—sschhhh—Harlem.”

“Oh, I—sschhhh—”

“Hey, look who’s here,” Uri said to Sascha, Anna, and the blonde woman. “This is my friend, Nicholas, like the Tsar,” said Uri. “This is Svetlana.” He said something to the blonde in Russian. She looked at Nichols with curiosity, then smiled. “She don’t speak no English,” said Uri. Anna looked at Nichols, her top lip curling in a momentary greeting. Sascha lifted a glass of vodka, knocking it back, then filled it again.

“Have vodka, come, have vodka with me.” The table was covered with plates of food and bottles of liquor. Uri pulled a bottle of Sterling Vodka from a block of ice and poured pony glasses for himself and Nichols. He checked to see that everyone else’s glass was full. “Na zdorovye” he said, lifting his glass high, clinking his glass against Nichols’s, downing his shot neat. “Come, drink, drink,” urged Uri. “All at once.”

Nichols knocked back his vodka.

“Goot, goot,” laughed Uri, filling Nichols glass again.

“How did we do?” Nichols said to Uri in a whisper loud enough to be heard over the music

“Goot—sschhhh—sschhhh—problems,” Becker heard over the radio.

“Anybody receiving this transmission clearly?” Becker said into his hand held radio.

“Negative,” said Mulvehill.

“Bird Dog Two. Negative.”

Becker released the radio button. “Shit!” He started the engine of his vehicle and moved it toward Brighton Beach Avenue, turning right on the corner. Another car pulled out of a parking space close to the corner. Becker pulled his car into the empty spot and turned off the lights, hoping that closer to the club, the transmission would clear up.

At the same time, Vasily Marcovich and Tatiana had been at Vasily’s, two blocks further east on Brighton Beach Avenue. Their restaurant was much like that of Romanoff’s, on the second floor of the building, catering mostly to large parties. Their’s was the newer club, but the program of food and entertainment was pretty much standard. Tonight they had decided to take a busman’s holiday, or at least a busman’s break, and see how the opposition was doing. They were walking west on Brighton Beach Avenue when a dark vehicle, just ahead of where they were walking, turned onto Brighton Beach Avenue and parked.

“Looks like they have a good crowd,” glancing ahead, Vasily said to Tatiana as they crossed the side street.

“Not as good as ours,” said Tatiana.

They laughed together as they walked past the dark vehicle that had just parked. The driver was still seated behind the steering wheel, rummaging through the glove compartment.

Supervisor Becker glanced out the passenger window as the man and young woman on the sidewalk passed his car. Lit by the glare from neon signs over closed stores and the bright lights from Romanoff’s ahead, Becker stared at the man’s face intently. He glanced quickly at the woman on his arm, then back at the man, studying him. The couple continued ahead, then disappeared into Romanoff’s.

“—Sschhhh—another—sschhhh.” Becker heard Uri say over the radio. The transmission was no better at this location.

Inside the club, Vasily was welcomed by the owner of Romanoff’s, a short, young man with an entirely shaved head. He shook Tatiana’s hand, and waved both of them up the stairs to the main dining room and bar.

“Nice crowd,” Vasily said to the owner.

“Not bad, not bad,” he said, smiling.”Have a drink with me?”

“Why not?” said Vasily.

As they walked to the bar, Vasily recognized Uri Mojolevsky huddled together at the bar with a black man at the short side of the bar. At the same moment, Uri looked over, and his eyes locked on Vasily.

“Vasily!” Uri called loudly, vodka already having effect on him. “Vasily, my friend,” said Uri effusively, walking over to him, smiling broadly, embracing him. “I haven’t seen you in ages, my friend.” Uri hugged Vasily again. “How have you been?” The owner of Romanoffs, standing next to Vasily was approached by a maitre’d. The owner excused himself.

“Great, great,” said Vasily. “How have you been? You haven’t changed a bit either, after all this time. You remember my daughter, Tatiana?”

“Tatiana. This is Tatiana? By God, I can’t believe it!” Uri took Tatiana’s hands and held himself back from her. “What a beautiful woman you’ve become, Tatiana. I haven’t seen you since you were,” Uri held his hand at his waist, “this big. In Leningrad.”

“Tatiana, this is Uri Mojolevsky, from Lenin—from St. Petersburg.”

“Pleasure,” said Tatiana.

“You don’t remember me?” said Uri

“Not clearly,” Tatiana said.

“Vasily, you never told me that your daughter had grown into such a beautiful woman,” said Uri.

“I haven’t seen you to tell you.” They both laughed.

“Oh, this is an American friend of mine, Nicholas,” Uri turned, surprised that Nichols, who had stayed close to the bar, was not right behind him. “This,” Uri said loudly, taking a step or two back toward the bar, “is my friend, Nicholas, like the Tsar.” He laughed. “A very dark Tsar,” he said in Russian. Vasily and Tatiana walked toward the bar. “Nicholas, this is a good friend of mine from St. Petersburg, Vasily, and his daughter, Tatiana.”

Vasily nodded and shook hands with the black man. Tatiana did the same.

“Pleased … sschhhh … friend … sschhhh.”

“Vodka,” Uri said, turning to the bartender, motioning toward Vasily and Tatiana. “Did I introduce you to my friend, Nicholas?” he said to Vasily.

“You did,” said Vasily in Russian. “Not the Tsar Nicholas, just Nicholas.”

Uri burst into laughter again.

“None for me,” said Tatiana.

“Oh come on, you must have something,” said Uri.

“A spritzer,” she said to the bartender.

Vasily took a pony of vodka from the bar. “Just one,” he said. “I have to get back to my place. Have you ever come to my place, Uri?”

“Not yet.”

“How come?”

“I know, I know. I just. I don’t know,” said Uri. “I just felt funny, not seeing you in so many years. And the more time that went by, the more funny I felt. I didn’t know your Tatiana was so beautiful. I would have come right away. Where’s that vodka?”

“This is the last for me,” said Vasily as the bartender poured vodka for Nichols, Uri, and Vasily. They all raised their glasses.

“Nas … sschhhh … sschhhh” came over the radio in Becker’s car. “Old sschhhh.”

“Uri, we are going to the ladies’ room. Give me five dollars,” Anna said in Russian as she approached the bar with Svetlana.

“Five dollars? You going to buy the toilet seat?” Uri laughed as he took out a roll of bills. “Vasily, Tatiana, this is Anna, and Svetlana, from the old country. Svetlana has just come tonight. Anna, too, is from the old country, but she’s been here a little while, right, my pet?” Uri reached out to touch Anna’s hair. She dodged his reach. “This is my friend, Vasily, he is the owner of ‘Vasily’s’, and his daughter, Tatiana.”

“I was in there, your place, before” said Anna. “Nice place.”

“Thank you,” said Vasily.

“I go to the ladies,” she said, turning.

“Go. Have a good time. Vasily, another vodka?”

“Dad, I am going to the ladies’ room, too.”

“Very well, one more, while I wait,” said Vasily, cheerfully.

“You came tonight from St. Petersburg?” Tatiana said in Russian to Svetlana inside the ladies’ room.

“No, Moscow. You are a citizen here?” Svetlana said.

“No. Green Card.”

“I would also like to have a Green Card,” said Svetlana.

“Me too,” Anna called from one of the toilet cubicles.

“You know an American I can marry?” said Svetlana.

“Me, too,” called Anna. “Uri is okay to sleep with, but I need a Green Card.” Anna came out of the cubicle, pulling her jeans up over a red thong.

“Fancy underthings,” said Svetlana.

“Everyone wears thong here,” said Anna. “You know an American I can marry?” she said to Tatiana as she studied her own face in the mirror.

“There are plenty of Americans that want to marry beautiful Russian women,” said Tatiana.

“How much do they want to make a marriage?” said Svetlana. She opened the door to one of the cubicles and went inside.

“I’m not sure,” Tatiana said a bit more loudly.

“About eight thousand, American,” said Anna, washing her hands, painting lip gloss on her lips with a little brush. “That’s the price you have to pay these pig Americans with their fat hands.”

“Is that a lot,” Svetlana called.

“It’s enough,” Anna called back. “You come across many Americans?” she said to Tatiana.

“My boyfriend is American.”

“Maybe he has friends,” Svetlana said as she came out of the cubicle, dropping the skirt of her dress, turning to see in the mirror that her bottom was covered.

“He has a lot of American friends,” said Tatiana.

“Maybe one of them wants to make some money,” said Anna.

“You never know.”

“Here,” said Anna, tearing a paper towel from a dispenser on the wall. “You have a pen?” she said to Svetlana.

“I have one,” said Tatiana.

“Take my number, our telephone, cell and home. Same number for Svetlana. She stays with me for a while. You hear of somebody—”

“Somebodies,” said Svetlana.

“Yeah, somebodies, let us know. We will pay you a nice commission. I’m tired of having Uri all over me, and I can’t even get a job—no social security number, no work permit, nothing.”

“You don’t have to pay me anything,” said Tatiana taking the piece of paper with the phone numbers. “If I hear of anyone—”

“Anyones,” Svetlana interrupted.

“I’ll let you know.”

“Remember, we’ll pay good for the introduction to the man,” said Anna, “a good commission, invite you to the wedding, everything.” She and Svetlana laughed.

“I’ll remember,” said Tatiana.

“Mother Hen, this is Bird Dog Two, do you read me?”

“Mother Hen. We read you.”

“There’s something here, Mother Hen. I should say someone, I think’ll interest you very much.”

“Who’s that, Bird Dog Two?”

“Tony Balls Spacavento. He’s just passed us, walking on Brighton Beach Avenue, about a block east of us now.”

“As in Organized Crime’s Tony Balls?” Becker said into his radio.

“Very affirmative, Mother Hen.”

“You sure?”

“Saw his face on the wall-chart everyday for two years when I was on the Task Force, Mother Hen. Know that big plug-ugly anywhere.”

“What’s he doing, Bird Dog Two?”

“He’s stopped walking now. He’s standing on the sidewalk, one block west of Romanoff’s.”

Becker tried to angle his view through the windshield. The parked cars ahead were in the way. “Bird Dog One, do you see him?”

“We make him, too, Mother Hen.”

“Are you sure it’s Tony Balls?”

“Bird Dog One. No question.”

“Bird Dog Two. No question.”

“What’s he doing there?”

“Looks like he’s waiting for something, or someone, Mother Hen.”

“Bird Dog Two, get out of there. Drive around the block. Re-position yourself further west.”

“We’re okay where we are, Mother Hen. We’re on the opposite side of the street.”

“I don’t want him to see you, but keep a close eye on him.”

“Affirmative.”

In a short while, Sascha Ulanov came out of Romanoff’s and stood on the sidewalk in front, smoking a cigarette. He was not too steady on his feet.

“Mother Hen, Brown Jacket just came out of the restaurant. He looks wasted.”

“What’s he doing?”

“Smoking, looking around.”

As Sascha stood in front of the restaurant, he shook hands with a man who exited a car and entered the restaurant with a woman. He talked to someone else he knew. When he was half-through with his cigarette, he flicked it toward the gutter and turned to walk in a westward direction.

“Bird Dog One. Brown jacket is walking west on the sidewalk.”

“Is that in the direction where Tony Balls is?”

“Affirmative.”

“Bird Dog Two, what’s your position?”

“A block and a half further west, Mother Hen. We see Brown Jacket. He’s walking in this direction.”

“Bird Dog Two. Where is Tony Balls at this point?”

“East of us. Brown Jacket is further east, walking towards Balls.”

“Are they on the same side of the street as you, Bird Dog Two?”

“Negative. We’re facing in the opposite direction. They’re on the north. We’re on the south side.”

“Bird Dog Two, is there a street where you can you make a right turn if they get too close?”

“Affirmative.”

“If they get close, make the right, get away. It’s imperative that they don’t see you.”

“Affirmative.”

When Sascha neared the spot where Tony Balls was gazing into the hardware store, it appeared as if he was going to pass right by the store. At that moment, Tony Balls turned and began to walk in the same direction as Sascha. They were almost side-by-side. Suddenly, Sascha turned and walked back toward Romanoff’s. Tony Balls didn’t turn, but stopped, kneeling to tie his shoe-lace. He then stood, walked to the next corner, and made a right turn into the side street, walking away from Brighton Beach Avenue.

“Mother Hen, Bird Dog Two. Something funny just happened.” Bird Dog Two described what they had just observed.

“Did they talk to each other, Bird Dog Two?”

“They might have, Mother Hen. Couldn’t say for sure.”

“Do you still have Tony Balls in view?”

“Negative. He turned right into the side street.”

“Bird Dog One, you’re still facing the west?”

“Affirmative.”

“Go after Tony Balls. See if you can see where he is.”

“Apprehend him, Mother Hen?”

“Negative, definitely negative on that. Just see if you can get a bead on him, follow him. Bird Dog Two, you stay on Brown Jacket.”

“Brown Jacket is going back into Romanoff’s, Mother Hen.”

By the time Bird Dog One made the turn into the side street, Tony Balls had apparently entered a car and left the area. Bird Dog One rounded the block in an attempt to find Tony Balls, but was unable to do so.

“Sschhhh … a night.… sschhhh,” came over Becker’s radio.

“Mother Hen, the C.I. has just come out onto the sidewalk with the driver of the Lexus.”

“How you going to get home,” Uri said to Nichols. The transmission was clear now. “You got a car?”

“No, I came with a car service.”

“I’ll drive you. Get my keys,” Uri said to the parking attendant.

“Are you kidding? First of all, you’re with the ladies. And, second of all, you’re wasted.”

“You think I can’t drive like this?” asked Uri.

“You can hardly stand up.”

“I don’t stand when I drive.” Uri started to laugh loudly.

“No, man, really, let me take a car service. I want you to stay here, get laid, all that. Stay and have a good time.”

“You sure?”

“Sure. I’ll get a car service. Can they call from inside?”

“Yes, wait. I will have them call,” said Uri.

“I’m going to take car service,” Nichols said into the night air, as he faced the street, with his back to the restaurant.

“Smart little druggie,” Becker said to himself.

“Follow the car service for a few blocks, and then I’ll get out and come with you,” said Nichols.

“I have them call,” Uri said into Nichols’ transmitter. “I wait with you.”

“Great, man, great.”

“You have a good time?” said Uri.

“Fabulous. Next time, get three ladies.”

“You want this one, take her,” said Uri with a wave of his hand.

“No, man, not tonight. That’s yours. Get me another one.”

“Okay, next time.”

In a few minutes, a livery car pulled up in front of the restaurant. Uri gave Nichols a couple of embraces, and they said goodnight. Nichols entered the vehicle. It started toward Ocean Parkway.

“Bird Dogs, Mother Hen is going to follow the car service. Stay on the Brown Jacket and the others. Follow them—discretely. Advise me.”

“Roger,” said the two Bird Dogs.

Becker turned right at Ocean Parkway and followed a half-block behind the car service vehicle. On Avenue R, Nichols had the car service driver pull to the curb. When the car service vehicle turned the next corner and disappeared, Becker pulled to the curb and picked up Nichols.

“Do you still doubt me?” Nichols said to Becker as they drove back toward Manhattan along an almost deserted Ocean Parkway.

“We have a bit more than we had before, that’s for sure,” said Becker. And we also have something we didn’t have before: Mr. Tony Balls, he thought to himself.

“More? Shit, you have three couriers carrying heroin, being picked up by their Boss. You got everything that I said inside that joint; Russian drug route, couriers, the whole nine yards. How come you didn’t swoop them up?”

“I can swoop up those four fish any time,” said Becker. “Immigration has all their information, passports, addresses, all they need. The reason I didn’t swoop them up is that it would be premature. I want to follow that stuff to every dirty little Russian that touches, buys, sells, and injects that poison. What I want to know is what you were talking about inside with Uri. The transmission was garbled.”

“You didn’t get everything I was saying with him?”

“Listen.” Becker rewound the recorder and let it play out through the loud speakers. There was nothing but squawks, static, and an occasional word.

“That’s all you got?”

“What were you talking about?” said Becker.

“What we talked about—” said Nichols, thinking. “What we talked about was that I told him I needed more. That things were good. He said that if things were good with me, things were good with him. He said he’d send couriers—different couriers—out this week. We talked about how maybe we needed at least one trip a week. He said he thought that we could stash plenty of kilos in a safe-house in a couple of months.”

“You’ve answered your own question why I didn’t swoop them up, even though I’m sure they were carrying drugs. I’d rather follow them to every person that’s doing business with this renegade drug-ring. We bide our time, we’ll get all of them.”

“I learned another thing,” said Nichols.

“What’s that?”

“These guys are madmen. I told Uri that Red Hardie is still the boss of The Brotherhood, even though he’s in jail, that he was keeping us from really making big bucks. You know what he said?”

“Tell me.”

“He said if I could find out where he was, if they could get at him, they’d get rid of him for good,” said Nichols, “so we could take over the whole operation.”

“Who’s we?”

“Not you and me,” Nichols laughed. “Me and Uri. The Russians will do a job on Red if they get half a chance. After that, you take the Russians down, and the whole drug business in New York will be right in our laps. The Brotherhood will be on top of the drug market, and through me, you’ll be on top of The Brotherhood. Drugs keep going, under control, you guys keep doing your thing, under control. Very sweet, don’t you think?”

“You never stop, do you?”

Nichols shrugged. “What’s wrong with that? You’d be in a position to contain the whole drug market in New York except for people you’re friendly with. You’d be a hero to your agency. And your friends—if you know who I mean, like me—would be in pretty good shape, too. What do you think?”

“I think that you think you’ve got this whole thing tied up in a neat little package for yourself with a ribbon and all, don’t you?”

“For the moment.” Nichols smiled.

“Don’t forget, if everything goes according to that devious mind of yours, if I let it happen, remember, I’ll have no compunction swatting a fly who doesn’t keep his word or who blows smoke at me.” Becker turned his gaze from the road, looking intently at Nichols. “You get me?”

“Absolutely.”


Park Avenue : August 4, 1929 : 7:15 P.M.

A black Buick sedan was driven to the curb in front of a tall apartment building on Park Avenue. A uniformed doorman moved quickly toward the car, reaching for the handle of the rear door.

“Good evening, Miss Swanson,” the doorman said, smiling at the young woman in a white silk blouse and long, tight, white skirt, cinched by a black patent leather belt. On her head, she wore a white cloche with a black band. The hat extended rakishly down the left side of her head. Her shoes were black and white Spectators.

“He here yet?” the young woman said to the doorman.

“No, Miss.”

“Good. I’m not late.” She started toward the entrance.

The doorman shut the car door and scurried quickly toward the entrance doors. “How’s the show going?” he said. “I read real nice reviews in the paper.”

“Everything is great, thanks,” she said, smiling into the doorman’s eyes. Her eyes were dark, sparkling. “Buy Anaconda.”

“Still Anaconda? Thanks yourself, Miss,” the doorman smiled, touching the peak of his cap. “Penthouse,” he called to the elevator operator who was standing inside the foyer.

The elevator traveled to the top of the building, opening into an apartment that occupied the entire floor. A butler held out a tray of champagne glasses on a silver salver. The young woman took one and walked into the parlor, smiling, looking about. One wall of the parlor consisted entirely of French doors leading to a balcony that overlooked Park Avenue. Small groups of people were spread around the room. A heavy set Negro was playing jazz on a Baby Grand piano in one corner.

“Good evening, Miss Swanson,” said Jerome Marks, the host, in white slacks, blue blazer, and foulard ascot.

“Oh, hello, yourself,” she smiled, touching her champagne glass to his. “Frank’s not here yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Nice party,” she said, looking more closely at the knots of people.

“Anything you need, just ask.”

“Thanks.”

A tall, thin man with slicked blondish hair and glasses walked toward the actress. “Hello, Miss Swanson,” he smiled.

“Hello, Joe,” she said. “How’s everything downtown today? Any tips?”

“Well, I’d say you might look.…” at that moment, the elevator gate scissored open. A man with slicked-back dark hair and a prominent nose, walked off the elevator. “Here’s Frank now.”

Frank Costello, in an elegant white suit, wing-tipped, black and white shoes, entered the parlor. Several people glanced at him momentarily.

“Hello, sugar,” Costello said to the actress. “You look great. Hello, Joe.”

“Hello, Frank,” said the man with the glasses.

“Hello, Frank,” the host, Marks, said, coming over to shake Costello’s hand. “Some champagne?”

“I don’t drink. Excuse us a minute,” Costello said to Marks and Miss Swanson. “Joe and me have a little something to talk over”—he then turned to Swanson—“then we have to get going over to the Park for dinner before the show.”

“Fine with me. I’ll just mingle.”

“Let me introduce you to some of the others,” Marks said to Miss Swanson.

Costello walked toward one of the open French doors that led to the balcony. Joe snared a glass of champagne from a roving waiter and followed. “Anything wrong, Frank?”

“A lot. I’m on my way to see Jimmy at the Tavern on the Green,” said Costello. “There was some trouble a little while ago.”

“Trouble with the product?”

“No. A couple of mugs were killed—bludgeoned, a real mess.”

“Who? I guess I shouldn’t ask.”

“Some rogues from the Bronx. They stepped on the wrong toes.” Costello dismissed the rogues—and their rubout—with a single lift of his eyebrows.

“You kidding?” Joe was visibly shaken. Costello fixed Joe with his dark eyes. “No, I guess you’re not. When was this?”

“About an hour ago. The newspapers are starting to get all over it, making like it’s another Valentine’s Day party. Jimmy’s a little miffed because I assured him there’d be no rough stuff, like there was in Chicago.”

“Jimmy doesn’t need any more trouble than he has at the moment,” said Joe. “How many did you say? Two?”

“Three.” Joe shook his head ruefully. “I’m going to talk to him,” said Frank. “You try to reach Hines. We may need him to smooth Jimmy’s feathers.”

“I’ll make it a point to see him straight from here. He’s probably at the ‘21 Club’.”

The two men watched the traffic on Park Avenue down below for a moment.

“Is this going to cause us any problems, business-wise?” Joe asked.

Costello dismissed the concern, now with a purse of his lips. “I don’t see no reason why it should. You see it as a problem?”

“If it’s not a problem with you, it’s not a problem with me,” said Joe. “Say, Frank, this actress, Miss Swanson, is she … are you …?”

“You like her, Joe?”

“She’s really something. Beautiful.”

“Joe, it’s okay. She’s just an occasional friend to me. You like her, she’s yours. I got to get going over to the Park. Make sure you see Hines, so he can talk to Jimmy. We don’t want the Police or the newspapers to make more out of this than it is. That wouldn’t be good for business.”

“I’ll see him, and I’ll even make a couple of calls to the newspaper people. Keep it in perspective. You sure you don’t mind, Frank, about—” Joe nodded toward Miss Swanson.

“About what”? About Gloria? Joe, what’d I say?”

Joe smiled.


Bay Ridge, Brooklyn : July 31, 1996 : 10:30 P.M.

Moscarella’s was a nice looking Italian restaurant, for Brooklyn. Actually, for anyplace. It compared well with fine restaurants in Tuscany, where the food was served in clean, well-lit rooms of little pretension, with straight-backed chairs, and square tables, where the cuisine, not decor, was the stellar, the only reason for being there. The expensive Italian restaurants in Manhattan, with dimly-lit ambiance and elegant decorations, where the showcase is more important than the show, were really New York restaurants, a breed and species all their own, totally unlike their counterparts in Italy.

From Moscarella’s folding glass doors on Third Avenue, you could see the double stranded pearls of the Verrazano Narrows Bridge’s suspension cables stretched across the dark Narrows. Inside the Restaurant, the walls were peach, the same color as the table linens and napkins. The bar was mahogany, with a hammered copper surface. Crystal glasses hung from mahogany racks above, suspended from polished copper chains. Everything was shiny, brilliant.

Tony Balls’ brazen laughter filled the area as he stood with his back against the bar. Seated on a stool next to him was Flor. Next to her, facing the bar, a crystal stem glass in hand, was, il proprietario, Enzo Moscarella. Except for the three, and a busboy hauling out the evening’s trash, the restaurant was deserted. Tony Balls glanced out through the front windows as a police car passed. “Bitza merda,” he muttered.

Flor shook her head. “You shouldn’t talk like that in front of a lady.”

“Hey, Flor, give me a break, okay?” said Tony Balls. “This is just us here.”

“You only make it harder on yourself, sayin’ things like that all the time. They hear you, not out in the car, but when you practically say it to their face, they could make things hard for you, just to get back at you. You never know.”

“Hey, Flor, not for nothin’, but I don’t give a freak about them guys or anything they can do.”

Flor shrugged.

“Hey, Tony, how about I buy you two another drink—in my fancy new glasses,” said Enzo, stepping behind the bar.

“Now you’re talkin’,” said Tony Balls, turning to face the bar. He put his arm around Flor’s shoulders. “Cops just get me steamed every time I see them.”

“I know, I know,” said Flor. She hugged herself closer to Tony Balls. “I just don’t want you gettin’ in any more trouble. I missed you too much the last time, to let anything happen to you again, Papi.”

Tony Balls smiled, kissing Flor’s temple, hugging her tightly. When he looked at her, he still saw the beautiful young woman she had been when they first met—flashy, but nonetheless, a beauty. That was fifteen years ago. Life was sweet then. Money flowed; hundreds filled Tony Balls’ pockets every day. Tony Balls was crazy about Flor from the first moment he first saw her. So crazy about her, it almost wrecked him. In fact, it did wreck him, or rather, one of his Cadillacs. At five in the morning, having just risen from Flor’s bed, still drunk with champagne from a celebration that Fat Tony had thrown at the Copa, Tony Balls fell asleep at the wheel, went off the road in Brooklyn, and crashed into a tree. Flor had put on some weight lately, going from a size 8 to a size 12, and was pushing that. Her hair was driving her crazy, the gray coming in so fast. And she had to use a lot more makeup to do what nature used to take care of by itself.

“What do you think of the glasses, Tony?” said Enzo as he placed two drinks in crystal stem glasses in front of Tony Balls and Flor.

“Enzo, you outdid yourself this time,” rasped Tony Balls as he leaned back against the wall in the corner of the bar. This corner had become Tony Balls’ usual spot, his post at Moscarella’s. From this out-of-view-of-the-street vantage point, he could keep his eye on the entire restaurant, and, through the glass panes of the French doors, the street outside. Tony Balls sipped, then held his glass up to better study it. The crystal glasses were formed with thin, parallel, vertical lines on the inside surface, coursing elegantly up to the drinking edge. “Are these glasses sharp, or what?” Tony Balls said to Flor.

“They’re beaut-aful, Enzo,” said Flor, smiling toward Enzo. “Maybe, a little too good for everyday at the bar, but.”

“Flor,” Enzo said, with that hint of accent that remained though he had lived in America for more than thirty of his forty-eight years, “this place is my baby. I want everything elegant. Nothing is too good for my place. If the customers break some glasses, at least they break elegant glasses, the best.”

“Atta boy, Enzo. What the hell, if you gotta break, break in style. Salute,” rasped Tony Balls, lifting his Chivas Regal toward Flor and Enzo.

Tony Balls was dressed in a white linen weave suit, with shoes to match. His shirt was open at the neck, revealing a heavy gold chain with a Capricorn medallion. He wore a pinky ring with a large red stone.

“Salute,” said Enzo. They all touched glasses. “Nice,” said Enzo, lifting his glass to his ear to hear the resonance of the crystal.

As usual, the night had been busy at Moscarella’s. Diners from all over Brooklyn and Staten Island, even some from Manhattan, came to enjoy Moscarella’s new wave Italian cuisine. Actually, as in most New York restaurants, most of the people preparing the food in the back were Chinese or Hispanic. The menu items had been initiated by Enzo, then translated into modern presentation by Claude Spencer, a graduate of the C.I.A. (Culinary Institute of America), and now prepared according to recipe by the kitchen staff. The wine list at Moscarella’s was admirable; four and a half pages of substantial wines, assembled and collected by Enzo, who considered himself a connoisseur.

“Come down to the office a second, will you, Tony,” said Enzo as he started toward a stairway that led to the lower floor where the rest rooms and his office were located.

“Sure,” said Tony Balls, following Enzo. “I’ll be right back, honey,” he said to Flor.

“The front door locked?” Flor said to Enzo.

“Yeah, sure, we’re locked up for the night. Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried, Enzo.”

“What, Flor worry? Somebody comes in to knock off the joint while we’re downstairs, Flor’ll deck them with a barstool. Right, Baby?” laughed Tony Balls.

“You’re not just kidding,” Flor laughed. “I just didn’t want any customers coming in wanting to sit down or nothin’.”

“No, no. The door’s locked.”

Once inside his office, Enzo took a roll of bills out of his pants pocket and sat down. “Nice night,” he said, counting the bills, “mostly cash.”

“That’s good,” said Tony Balls, watching Enzo count. Tony Balls put his foot up on a chair next to Enzo’s desk. Enzo glanced quickly at Tony’s leg, then continued counting. Tony Balls reached into the cuff of his pants. Under a flap inside the cuff, he drew out a small plastic envelope of white powder. Enzo momentarily suspended his count as he glanced at Tony Balls’ envelope, then returned to counting. Tony tapped a small amount of the white powder on a small note pad on the desk in front of Enzo. With a Moscarella business card he took from the top of the desk, Tony Balls divided the powder carefully into two thin lines on the pad. When he was satisfied with the division, Tony Balls licked the edge of the card. “Waste not, want not,” he said, laughing.

“You’re crazy,” Enzo laughed. He had stopped counting to watch Tony Balls.

“It’s my most endearin’ quality,” Tony Balls said, bending down to the desk. Using a small bar-straw from a box on the desk, he covered one nostril, and forcefully inhaled one line of the white powder.

“For Christ sake, you made me lose my count. I gotta start all over,” Enzo laughed. He took the straw from Tony Balls and snorted up the other line of cocaine. “Jesus,” he exclaimed, leaning back in his chair and taking a deep breath, his eyes closed. “What a week!”

“Good?”

“Very good,” said Enzo. “You know, Tony, since you started hanging around here regularly, everything’s been real good. Better than good. You brought me good luck. All our old friends—”

“What’s left of them.”

“They come in. They bring their friends, their girls. It’s a nice atmosphere. A little, you know, a little like the old days, the boys coming around, hanging out—which the regular people like. It’s kind of a … what? An attraction. Like the Godfather. The customers eat it up.”

“The suckers like that Godfather shit,” said Tony, chuckling, feeling good, easy, now.

“Yeah, and they like you, Tony. Madon, they like you,” smiled Enzo. “It’s good having you around again, Tony. It’s like the old days. You make the joint, uh …”

“Swing,” said Tony Balls, snapping his fingers.

“I was gonna say, you make the joint …”

“Jump,” said Tony Balls, mugging, laughing.

“For Christ sake, I can’t even say what I wanna say, with you interrupting me all over the place, swing, jump—what are you, a hep cat or something?”

The two of them laughed.

“Here,” said Enzo, handing Tony Balls two hundred dollars in fifties and twenties.

“I gotta count it?”

“Yeah,” said Enzo, “like I’m gonna short you; we’re standing nose-to-nose in a little cubby hole, that you could reach out and grab me by the balls without even moving.”

“Oh, so if the room was bigger, then I would have to worry?”

“But you’re crazy,” Enzo laughed. They both laughed, slapped each other on the back. There was a knock on the door. “Who is it?” Enzo said cautiously.

“It’s me. Flor. Tony, Sally Cantalupo came over. He’s upstairs. He wants to see you.”

“Oh, yeah, okay, Flor. Tell him I’ll be up in a minute.”

There was silence outside the office door for a few seconds. Tony pointed to the door, then to his ear. Enzo nodded. Tony put a finger to his lips, chuckling silently. Enzo chuckled too. A few more seconds, and they heard Flor’s footsteps go back to the stairs.

“I gotta go upstairs a minute. I’ll leave you alone with your money,” said Tony Balls.

“I’ll be up in a minute, we’ll have a night cap,” said Enzo.

Tony Balls walked out of the office. Instead of going upstairs, however, he walked to another door on the lower level marked, ‘Employees Only’. Inside was a storeroom where gallon cans of olive oil, cases of wine, cans of tomatoes, bags of onions, garlic, potatoes, other supplies for the kitchen were kept. Tony Balls slid a bolt on the inside of the door, locking himself inside the room. On a far wall, several dark glass bottles of wine bound in straw, were on a high shelf. Tony Balls looked around, then lifted one of the bottles from the shelf. He pulled the cork, which had previously been removed, then replaced in the neck of the bottle. With the cork pulled, Tony Balls carefully removed a small glass vial out of the neck of the bottle. The vial was filled with red wine. From another shelf, behind cans of olive oil, Tony Balls removed a packet of tiny, plastic bags. He took one of the bags, then lifted the straw covered wine bottle from which he had taken the vial, and poured a stream of white powder slowly from the bottle into the bag. He studied the amount of powder in the bag, poured some back into the bottle, then ran his fingers along the top seam of the bag to seal it. Tony Balls folded the bag and placed it under the flap in the cuff of his pant leg, returned the vial of wine into the neck of the bottle, replaced the cork, and put the bottle back on the shelf.

“Hey, Sally,” Tony Balls said, kissing the cheek of Salvatore Cantalupo. Sally was thin, with dark hair and a gold earring in one ear. He was the son of Billy ‘Legs’ Cantalupo, named for his long, thin legs rather than his habit of breaking other people’s legs. Billy Legs was a Captain in the Colombo Crew who had recently been convicted for extortion and sentenced to one hundred and five months, which he was serving at Lewisburg. He was still on top of things in the street, however, by way of his son visiting him every week, bringing reports and receiving instructions.

“Tony. How’s it poppin’?” said Sally.

“Great. What’s happening? You want a drink?”

“No thanks. Could I talk to you a minute? Something personal,” he said toward Flor.

“Yeah, sure,” said Tony Balls. “Let’s go outside.”

“What you got to do outside, you can’t do in here?” Flor said toward Tony Balls’ reflection in the mirror behind the bar.

“Hey, Flor, you wanna start somethin’?” Tony Balls stared at the side of her face for a moment, then turned to follow Sally Cantalupo toward the entrance. They turned left and stopped at a darkened doorway several buildings away from Moscarella’s. Third Avenue was deserted. No one was driving or walking. Tony Balls could hear a radio playing somewhere. He studied the street more carefully.

“That radio’s in my car,” said Sally Cantalupo. “I got some girl, an’ I mean some girl, with me, you know what I mean?” Tony Balls nodded. “You got something for me, Tony?”

“Just one,” said Tony Balls.

“One? I got a chick that’s a fucking animal. She snorts this shit like it was candy. What the fuck am I gonna do with one?”

“I’ll tell you what you’re gonna do with it. You’re gonna do the best you can, ‘cause it’s all I got to give you. And it costs more, too.”

“You kiddin’ me or what, Tony Balls?”

“What the fuck I got to be kidding you for? All of a sudden, for who knows why, this shit is scarce. I can’t get it myself.”

“How much you gotta get?”

“Thirty a bag.”

“Thirty a bag? Holy shit.”

“And then I got to listen to you breakin’ my shoes about the price? If I wasn’t so fuckin’ broke, I wouldn’t even bother.”

“Minca, Tony Balls, that’s a hefty price.”

“What the fuck can I do? I gotta get that, ‘cause you gotta see what they charge me. I’d be better off collecting soda cans for all the money I make from this miserable babagna. But, it keeps Flor in dresses.”

Sally Cantalupo stepped into the shadows of the doorway of a shoemaker’s shop, and put his hand in his pocket.

“No money out here,” said Tony Balls as he bent down to tie his shoelaces. While he was bent over, he studied the street in both directions, then slipped the bag of white powder out of his cuff and dropped it onto the sidewalk next to his shoe. He stood. “Take it easy, kid. And, listen, don’t be tellin’ nobody what you and me are doing. Your father’d kill me, and I ain’t just exaggerating, if he knew what we were doin’. You know it’s against the rules.”

“Rules, smules. Where is it?” said Sally Cantalupo.

“On the ground, right behind me. Let me go into the store, before you pick it up, okay? Then you come inside, have a drink, leave your money on the bar like you was paying for the drinks, got it?”

“Yeah, yeah, but Tony, I need more than one stinking little bag.”

“Hey, not for nothin’, I’d like to have a ton of the shit to sell you, and I’d like you to have a ton of dough to pay me for it, you know what I mean?”

“I’d like to have that much dough, too, Tony Balls.”

“You’re not shittin’ you would.” Tony Balls walked back toward Moscarella’s. As he walked toward the entrance, he noticed a car was parked at the curb in front of the restaurant, with two dark figures seated inside. Who the hell is this? And how long they been there? he wondered to himself as he calmly continued to walk, watching the figures in the car from the corners of his eyes. He almost reached the door when the passenger-side window slid down.

“Hello, Tony.”

“Who is it?” Tony said defiantly, squaring to face the car.

“Sandro Luca.”

“Counselor?” Tony smiled broadly, moving closer to the car, lowering himself to look into the dark interior. He saw a blonde woman he didn’t recognize in the driver’s seat. “That you?” The passenger door opened and Sandro Luca stood on the sidewalk, smiling at Tony Balls.

“Hey, Counselor,” Tony Balls said exuberantly. “I thought who the hell it was. Maybe the spiru come to break my shoes. Pardon my language, Miss,” he leaned down to say to the blonde in the car.

“Tatiana, you remember Tony?” Sandro said, leaning down next to Tony Balls.

“Good seein’ you again,” Tony Balls said, smiling. “I still think you got a beaut-aful name.”

“Thank you.”

“What the hell are you two doing up at this hour, Counselor?”

“We’ve come to see you. I told Tatiana I was going to show her one of the major attractions in Brooklyn.”

“Moscarella’s is one of the major attractions of Brooklyn?”

“Not Moscarella’s, you, Tony B., the last of the big time operators,” said Sandro.

“Yeah, big-time operator,” scoffed Tony Balls. “I’m over here working like a regular sucker. But …” Tony shrugged. “Come on in for a drink. Who’s car is this anyways? I didn’t recognize it,” he said. As Tony Balls turned to the restaurant, he saw Sally Cantalupo standing at the entrance.

“This is Sally Cantalupo,” Tony Balls said to Sandro. “Billy Legs’ kid. You know Counselor Luca?” he said to Sally.

“I heard of him,” he said as he shook Sandro’s hand. He nodded to Tatiana. “I just wanted a shot of something to steady my nerves.”

“Come on in,” said Tony Balls, opening the door of the restaurant.

“Sandro Luca, is that you, sweetie?” Flor smiled, hugging Sandro, kissing his cheek. “Oh, I got lipstick on you,” she apologized, wiping the mark off his cheek with one of her fingers. “At least you saw how it happened,” she said to Tatiana.

“Hello, Flor,” said Tatiana.

“Good seein’ you again,” Flor said, smiling at Tatiana.

“What’ll it be?” said Tony Balls enthusiastically, walking to the bar. “What’ll you have, Sally? Chivas?”

“Yeah, great,” said Sally, putting fifty dollars on the bar.

Tony poured a shot glass of Chivas Regal, and Sally knocked it back in one shot. “I gotta go,” he said abruptly. “Good meeting all of you,” he said to Sandro and the women. “So long, Tony.”

“Wow, that was fast,” said Flor. “What’s he on, speed?”

“Kids,” said Tony Balls. He shrugged, picking up the money Sally had left on the bar.

Parked at the curb on Third Avenue, a block from Moscarella’s, Marty Geraghty sat low in the driver’s seat of the confiscated bright red TransAm, his eyes level with the top of the steering wheel. In the passenger seat, Lou Castoro hunched low as well.

“Here comes Sally out of the restaurant. Did that look like Bingo that we saw between Tony Balls and Sally, or what?” said Geraghty.

“Bingo,” said Castoro.

“Real big Bingo, baby,” countered Geraghty. “Tony Balls doing something dirty with Sally Cantalupo.”

“Big time dirty,” said Castoro. “Tony Balls breaking ‘the Life’s’ rules—and with the Boss’s son! Naughty shit, that.”

“Ram Rod Becker is going to be happy to hear this.”

“You know what this is going to mean?” said Castoro.

“What?”

“The squad’s gonna have another target, besides Tony Balls and Sandro Luca to follow around.”

“Sally Cantalupo,” agreed Geraghty. “If we squeeze Cantalupo, we can probably get him to help us with Balls, then the suppliers, right up the line.”

“And the lawyer,” said Castoro.

“I can’t wait to see Becker’s beady little eyes when we lay this on him. He’ll start coming in his pants.”

They both laughed at the thought. “Should we stay on Sally or the lawyer?” asked Castoro.

“You don’t expect Luca to go stick up a bank when he comes out, do you?”

“The only thing he’s going to stick is his dick into some Russian twat. We’ll be better off seeing where Sally goes, although he looks like he’s going to play Hide-the-Weenie, too. We’ve done good tonight, my son.” Geraghty fired the engine of the TransAm and followed Sally Cantalupo’s car deep into the darkness of deserted Third Avenue.

“Hey, Enzo. Enzo,” Tony Balls called loudly toward the back of the restaurant.

“What?”

“Come here. Meet a friend of mine. My Counselor. The guy I told you about. I tell everybody about you, Counselor,” he said to Sandro.

“He does,” agreed Flor.

“I’ll be up in a minute.”

“What’ll it be?” he said, turning to Tatiana.

“I hope you don’t mind my askin’, Sweetie. What kinda name is ‘Tatiana’. Russian?”

“Yes.”

“You must be Russian, right?” Flor laughed.

“What a brain you got,” Tony laughed loudly. “You think I stay out of trouble for nothing, Counselor? With Flor and you lookin’ out for me, I got it made.” He laughed exuberantly. “What’s it gonna be?” he said to Tatiana with laughing impatience.

“Vodka.”

“How would you like that?”

“Straight up.”

“Ho, ho. A two-fisted girl,” said Tony Balls. “I got just the stuff.” From a freezer he took out a bottle of Sterling vodka.

“Good choice,” said Tatiana.

“See. Do I know what I’m talking about or what?” he said toward Flor. He pushed a pony glass into shaved ice for a moment. “What’ll it be, Counselor?”

“The same.”

Tony Balls nodded, pursing his lips. “You two hang out together a lot, I see.” He chilled another glass. “Flor. You want to try a shot of straight vodka?”

“You crazy? You’d have to carry me home.”

“I probably gotta carry you home anyways.” He burst with more laughter, amused with himself. He filled the two chilled glasses with vodka and poured some Chivas Regal for Flor and himself. “Drink hearty,” he said, raising his glass.

“Na zdomvia,” said Tatiana.

“Oh, I like that,” said Flor. “Say the Russian again, so I can hear.”

“Na zdorovia.”

“Na derova,” said Flor, laughing. “I love it. Na drovia? Did I say it right?”

“Just right,” said Tatiana. They all sipped their drinks. “Can you tell me where the ladies’ room is?” she asked.

“I’ll take you, Sweetie. It’s dark back there.” Tatiana followed Flor toward the back of the restaurant.

“Nice lady, Sandro, real nice,” said Tony Balls.

“Thanks, Tony,” said Sandro. He was silent for a moment. “Tony, not for nothing, but what the hell were you doing out there with Sally Cantalupo when I drove up?”

“What do you mean, Counselor? I was talkin’ to him.”

“Tony. You still there?” Enzo’s voice floated up from below.

“Yeah, we’re here.”

“I’ll be right there.”

“Okay.”

“I saw what was going down,” Sandro said to Tony. “You know you’ll be in hot water, and I don’t only mean with the law. Billy Legs finds out what you’re doing, especially with his son, you’re in big trouble.”

“Counselor—”

“Tony. I’m not the D.A., not even a priest. I’m your lawyer, and I don’t care what you do. But, let me put it this way. One, I don’t need another case. And two, for sure, you don’t either. Especially if it involves Billy Legs’ kid.”

Tony Balls shrugged. “You’re sharp, Counselor. That’s what makes you great. The best.”

“I’m not that sharp, Tony. If I could clock it, so could the spiru. And if they do, Tony, you’re in a lot of trouble. They’ll violate you in a minute. And what about Billy Legs? That’s more trouble than I can get you out of.”

“You could sit down with the best of them, Counselor.”

“Not on that, I couldn’t.”

Tony Balls shrugged. “It’s tough out there these days, Counselor. Tough. I can tell you—I been tellin’ you everything for a long time. The old days are all gone. I gotta make a couple of bucks. I just do it with friends, but …”

“Let me put it bluntly. There are no friends when you fool around with that shit. Especially not with the sons of friends of ours. You’ll be between the devil and the deep blue.”

“What can I do? I can’t do no nine-to-five like a sucker. Over here, this guy is good to me. But, you know—my wife, my house, Flor—I got expenses.”

“So does everybody.” They sipped their drinks silently. “You know what, Tony, the reason I came over, one of the reasons, is that I could use your help in a case I have.”

“My typin’ is terrible,” Tony laughed.

“Not in the office. I have to investigate in a neighborhood where a lot of the people are Spanish. You can come with me and talk Spanish with them.”

“Hangin’ around with Flor all these years, I do speak the old Espanol pretty good.”

“That’s exactly what I need, somebody who can speak Spanish and protect me at the same time.”

“You don’t need no one protectin’ you, Counselor. You’re plenty tough yourself.”

“It’d only be for a couple of days, but I’ll pay you.”

“Hey, Counselor. I owe you my life. You can’t pay me nothin’.”

“We’ll talk about that. You willing to go to work for a couple of days?”

“Whatever you want. You know that, Counselor.”

Enzo came forward toward the bar.

“Enzo. I want you to meet Sandro Luca. The best lawyer in New York.”

“Glad to meet you,” said Enzo, shaking Sandro’s hand. “Tony’s told me a lot about you.”

“I hope he didn’t tell you the truth.”

“All good things, Counselor, all good.” Tony Balls poured a drink for Enzo.

Flor and Tatiana returned from the ladies’ room.

“Enzo. This is Tatiana, a friend of the Counselor’s.”

“Piacere,” said Enzo, taking Tatiana’s hand, bowing slightly.

“Il piacere e mio,” said Tatiana.

Enzo’s face fell open with surprise. “Lei parla Italiano?”

“Un poco. Habito in Italia per due anni.”

“Bella figlia,” said Enzo, kissing Tatiana’s hand again.

“Don’t start none of that oily stuff with my Counselor’s girl. I’ll have to clock you,” said Tony Balls. They all laughed.

“What kind of accent is that?” asked Enzo. “It’s not Italian.”

“Russian.”

“Beautiful—the accent, that is,” Enzo laughed, looking at Tony Balls.

“Be careful. I’m warnin’ you.”

“I think I’ll go and finish up downstairs,” smiled Enzo. “Good meeting you, Counselor, and you, Miss. I hope I don’t need you, but give me your card,” he said to Sandro.

Sandro took a card from his wallet and handed it to Enzo.

Flor and Tatiana returned to a conversation that must have begun in the ladies’ room.

“Hey, Flor. How do you think I’d do as a paralegal, working with the Counselor? That’s the right word, paralegal?”

“Exactly right,” said Sandro.

“You kiddin’?” said Flor.

“No. Ask the Counselor.”

Sandro nodded.

“I always wanted to go out with a professional man,” Flor laughed.

“Let’s have another drink,” said Tony Balls. “I don’t know I can handle it, but what the hell, we’ll have another drink anyways.”


Carlisle Barracks, PA : August 4, 1996 : 6:30 P.M.

Red Hardie sat on a couch in the ‘Rec’ room of a converted barracks on the far end of Carlisle Barracks, the Army complex that is the home of the Army War College in Pennsylvania. The barracks, previously used for training Special Forces, had been built far from the other facilities on the base, surrounded by dense woods, with only a single dirt road sliced through the forest canopy giving access to the outside world. Inside the barracks, everything was painted a light green. Leading from the Rec Room, a corridor was lined with doors, each one of which opened into quadruple sleeping quarters with two steel bunkbeds. Mattresses were folded in half on the steel coils of the unused beds. Marty Geraghty slept alone in the first room; Mulvehill slept in the second, as double insulation of Red Hardie from the outside world. Red slept in the third room. Castoro was installed in a room on the other side of Hardie. At night, Mulvehill locked Red’s door, sliding a heavy couch in front of the door for good measure.

At the moment, it was late afternoon, and Red was sitting on the couch, watching TV.

“What say, we go for pizza?” said Castoro, always wanting to eat.

“We had pizza last night,” said Geraghty.

“Your point being?”

“I’m sick of guinea food,” murmured Mulvehill, who sat at a small, square table, watching the television screen raptly. He was a devoted Trekkie, and had brought a half-dozen Star Trek tapes, which he watched daily.

“You more sick of guinea food or staying in this green box?” said Castoro.

“We can’t all go. Who’s going to stay with the drug trafficker and eat cold takeout?” said Mulvehill.

“We could take Red with us,” said Geraghty.

“Not a terrible idea,” said Castoro. “He has no intention of running anywhere—do you?”

“No.” Red shook his head.

“Wha’ do you think?” Geraghty said to Mulvehill.

Mulvehill pursed his mouth for a moment’s reflection. “I guess it’d be okay,” he said. “You’re right. He’s not going to run anywhere—although maybe I wish you would,” he said, half-malevolent, half-joking, gripping the handle of the pistol that was sticking out above the holster at his waist. There was no doubt that Mulvehill despised baby-sitting Hardie only slightly less than he despised Hardie himself.

“No place much to run in the middle of the woods,” said Red. “Besides, you boys might shoot those guns of yours in my direction and accidentally hit me.”

Geraghty and Castoro laughed.

“Hardly miss,” said Mulvehill seriously.

When Supervisor Becker put Mulvehill in charge of Hardie’s temporary custody, he eased Mulvehill’s reluctance to babysit Hardie by assuring him that the assignment was only temporary, very temporary, put together for the shock effect it would have on the drug world and the supply of drugs in the streets of New York and environs. He also assured Mulvehill that the Bureau of Prisons was in the process of arranging more permanent, more traditional quarters for Red.

Unknown to the other two Agents, or to anyone else in the D.E.A., Supervisor Becker had authorized Mulvehill to handle Hardie’s confinement with a loose rein; Hardie wasn’t going to run anywhere, and if he did, Becker had given Mulvehill a green light to kill Hardie’s drug—pushing ass.

“We can’t go for too long,” said Mulvehill. “Supervisor Becker said he might be coming for a visit tonight or tomorrow morning.”

“You mean if we’re not here when he arrives, he might think we’re out having a hell of a time, dancing with the cows?” said Castoro.

“The time-frame you suggest,” said Geraghty, “narrows the choice for tonight to pizza. It’s the closest joint.”

“Okay, we’ll go to the pizza shithouse,” said Mulvehill. “Get your act together, Hardie.”

“Now we’re talking,” said Castoro, rubbing his hands together.

The four men sat in a small booth in the pizza restaurant. Hardie sat inside on the bench, Mulvehill’s bulk squeezed beside him, blocking him from the outside. Castoro sat across from Hardie; Geraghty across from Mulvehill. A red checkered oil cloth covered the table. The waitress came over. She wore glasses. Her hair, brown at the roots for three inches, the rest blonde, was pulled into a ponytail.

“Have you boys decided yet?”

“You know what you want, John?” Geraghty smiled at Hardie. For security sake, Becker instructed them to call Hardie, ‘John Herman’.

“You have a wine list?” Hardie said to the waitress.

“Fraid not.” She shook her head. “We have burgundy red and a nice white wine by the glass.”

“Both California?” said Hardie.

“Mmmhnmm,” she nodded. “The white’s really nice. Had a glass myself a little while ago.” She giggled.

“If it’s really, really cold, give me a glass of the white. You guys going to have some wine?” said Hardie.

“I’ll have a glass of the white, too,” said Geraghty.

“None for me,” said Mulvehill. “Give me a bottle of Bud—I don’t need a glass.”

“Make mine a beer too,” said Castoro.

“We’ll have one large pizza, half pepperoni, half regular, right?” Mulvehill said. The others nodded. Mulvehill handed the menu back to the waitress, who turned and walked back toward the counter. “Christ, I can’t wait till we get this tour over with.”

“It’s not so bad,” said Geraghty. “Better than playing Bumper Lock with Galiber in the Bronx.”

“Joe Galiber?” said Hardie. “You guys following Joe Galiber around?”

“Can it!” Mulvehill said abruptly, giving Geraghty a hard look.

Hardie smiled as he shook his head. “You guys really enjoy playing cops and robbers, don’t you?”

“We’re not playing cops and robbers,” Mulvehill said sternly. “We are cops, the good guys, and you’re really a robber, a bad guy. And Galiber’s almost as bad, wanting to legalize drugs like an asshole. You’re just lucky, Mister, that I want to give the men a break from being locked up with you all day and night. Otherwise, your ass’d be locked behind closed doors in a little green room back there.”

“I appreciate your kindness,” said Hardie.

“Don’t be a wise-ass.”

“I’m not, believe me,” said Hardie.

Hardie had been studying his keepers since they left New York. Geraghty was the most intelligent, and the most relaxed, laid back. He liked to have a couple of drinks, wasn’t really opposed to Hardie having drinks, as long as there was no trouble, no waves. In one way, Castoro was more laid back than Geraghty—when it came to eating or drinking—but, at the same time, he was less confident, more concerned with Mulvehill and the boss having a favorable impression of him. When Mulvehill was watching, he strictly enforced D.E.A. protocol to the letter. When Mulvehill wasn’t watching, however, Castoro’s interest in his own comfort overrode his concerns for D.E.A. ‘Regs’. He was happy as a clam at hightide when Red would give them money to buy extra food and drink in the local stores. Because this was a rather unorthodox and temporary arrangement, cobbled together rather quickly, and because Becker was loathe to take money from his office budget or the pockets of his Agents to babysit an enormously wealthy drug-dealer, Hardie had been permitted to take walking-around money with him. In Hardie’s case, walking-around money was at least $5,000.

Mulvehill was direct, never hesitating to voice his loathing of Hardie, drugs, and drug-dealers. As far as Mulvehill was concerned, his time, and perhaps his life, and the time and lives of the other Agents, were on the line for a no-good-piece-of-drug-dealing-shit, who, if dead, would relieve the three Agents, in particular, and the world, in general, of a cancer.

Since the small party had arrived at the base, the weather had grown considerably cooler. During the day, even with a warm sun overhead, the shade of the surrounding forest kept the sun from penetrating the area around the barracks, keeping the building cool. At night, the uninsulated, rickety wooden building was actually cold. Since it was summer, Air Force regulations required the heat off, the air conditioning on. To keep those who might be housed in the barracks from tampering with the temperatures, the Base staff had wired the systems in such a way that it was not possible for anyone except Authorized Personnel to adjust the thermostat. When Geraghty griped about the barracks being too cold—Mulvehill was enough of a government worker to accept the ‘Regs’ and discomfort without question—the Base Superintendent said that because of the way the barracks was set up, it would take a week to get the air-conditioning turned off, and the heat back on. By that time, the Superintendent opined, the temporary cold spell would probably pass, so he was going to wait and see what weather next week brought.

Meanwhile, Hardie was freezing every night (which fueled Mulvehill’s resolve to show the fortitude of good guys). Red had always suffered the cold, from the days when his mother, his three brothers and two sisters, lived in the two-room tenement on 143rd Street, Harlem. Their blankets were too thin, and the little heat that came through the radiators, too sporadic, to ward off the New York cold. The landlord—whose title Red’s mother always chanted as jewsonofabitck—was impervious to the complaints of the tenants, rarely responding when the boiler was broken, which was often. Red’s memories of those cold nights were suffused with thoughts of being alone with his brothers and sisters—his mother was a char woman at night—and nightly visits by his ‘Uncle’ Ray, the Superintendent of the building, who lived two flights down, in the basement.

After The Brotherhood started to thrive, when money became no object, something to burn, literally, to light cigarettes, Hardie always slept with an electric mattress cover and a luxurious down comforter, cozy, warm as a … he could never figure exactly what he wanted to be warm as—but it was warmth that he wanted, enveloping, relaxing, warmth. Thus, sleeping on a thin, uncomfortable barrack’s mattress, on a metal mesh excuse for springs, with an Government issue blanket that smelled like musty horsehair, something thick, coarse, and stiff, he shivered and tossed in the fetal position all night. And even that did not ward off the cold.

“I’ve got to get to the john, John,” said Mulvehill, thinly smiling at Hardie. “Watch him! Actually, don’t watch him. Let him run away. Then shoot him.”

“That man needs a hug,” said Red as he watched Mulvehill walk toward the men’s room. When Mulvehill was out of earshot, Red turned toward the other two Agents, speaking more directly to Castoro. “Listen, Lou, Marty, I’ve got a proposition.”

“Uh, oh,” said Geraghty. “How come the hairs on the back of my neck are standing up?”

“At least we could give the man an opportunity to make a proposal,” said Castoro lightly. “What do you propose?”

“How about, if tomorrow, we go, you guys go, I don’t care who goes, to a mall and buy some warm electric blankets—my treat.”

“Now that’s a proposal I like,” said Castoro. “I’m freezing my ass off with that shitty little blanket.”

Hardie reached into his pocket and pulled out a roll of hundred dollar bills.

“Put that away,” said Geraghty, glancing around. Castoro’s eyes stayed right on the money. Hardie never took money out when Mulvehill was around; when he did, however, Geraghty was always apprehensive; Castoro always intrigued.

“What do you think about electric blankets for all of us?” Hardie said to Geraghty.

“Not a bad thought. We’ll have to see if we can get it past Pete.”

“Not for nothing,” said Castoro, “but I’m really freezing. I really could use an electric blanket. Fuck, it’s not like the Government has to pay for it.”

“We still have to see if we can get it past Pete”, said Geraghty.

“Maybe he’d like to sleep comfortable,” said Red.

“If the cold makes you uncomfortable, I’m sure he prefers to suffer,” Castoro said to Red.

“Maybe he’ll warm to the idea.” Geraghty laughed at his own cleverness.

“Cheers,” said Hardie, raising his glass of California white, clinking it against Castoro’s beer bottle. He grimaced after taking a sip. “This is like piss.”

“Yeah, but whose?” Geraghty laughed at the punch line of an old joke. “They don’t have hundred dollar bottles of wine in this joint,” he added.

“At least it’s wine,” said Castoro.

“Man, when we get ourselves to some civilization, I’ll buy you guys some wine that’ll knock your socks off. Two hundred dollars a bottle.”

“As long as you’re paying, I’ll drink to that,” said Castoro. They all clinked glasses again.

When Mulvehill came out of the men’s room and started back toward the table, the other two Agents assumed a sterner air. Hardie sipped his wine pensively. He wondered, as Mulvehill sat, if the cold he felt at night was really from the cold air, or whether that which kept him shivering in the dark through most of the night was the feeling of apprehension and danger engendered by Mulvehill’s hostility. Red realized that the Government had selected this isolated place in order to make him look like an informant in the eyes of the people in the street. That knowledge, however, although uncomfortable, wasn’t what was keeping him up all night. There was something more, something sinister about the set-up and the Agents. Not about Geraghty and Castoro; they were all right. It was Mulvehill. His dislike of Hardie was palpable, manifested in his curtailment of anything and everything that seemed to give Red solace or pleasure within the barracks.

Red was also acutely aware that Mulvehill’s antipathy was nothing compared to Supervisor Becker’s, whose venom was all the more concentrated since Red Hardie was a drug dealer, but was not a drug-user. And to make matters worse, Hardie was enormously wealthy. Yet, more than that, Red felt there was something else driving Becker. Red didn’t know what it was, but he was acutely apprehensive. Despite the antipathy, the contempt, which Mulvehill hardly contained, Mulvehill permitted Red extremely loose rein while he was outside the barracks. He permitted Red to walk around by himself, didn’t assign an Agent to watch him, took him to town without handcuffs or restraint of any sort. Red was sure that Mulvehill was too much a company man to allow such freedoms without direct permission from Becker. That thought made Red even more leery of the unusual flow of generosity from so poisonous a well. Was Becker, through Mulvehill, tempting Red, inviting him, wanting him, to flee? And if he accepted the invitation, what then? Red was sure the temptation offered to him was a superficial prelude to death. Becker and Mulvehill wanted Red dead.

What Red didn’t know was how bad, how uncomfortable Mulvehill was going to make his existence in an attempt to force him into the desired reaction. And if Red were able to tolerate the initial discomforts Mulvehill created, how much harder would Mulvehill make living conditions, in order to force Red into an attempt to flee, thus triggering his own death?

“Your pizza will be here in a minute,” the waitress said, returning to the table. “Does anybody need anything else?”

“Another beer for me,” said Mulvehill. “You guys?” he said to Castoro and Geraghty.

“Yeah, I’ll have another wine,” said Geraghty.

“Mine’s beer,” said Castoro.

“I’m fine,” Red added.

“Say, Pete,” said Castoro after finishing his drink. “What would you think about us getting some electric blankets?”

“Fat chance the quartermaster has electric blankets.”

Red busied himself twirling the wine inside his glass.

“No, but we could probably pick some up at that mall.”

Mulvehill’s eyes slid from Castoro to Red Hardie. “Bullshit! We may have to babysit, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to be an errand boy for this freaking drug-dealer. Can’t take the cold?” he said to Hardie.

“Me? I’m fine,” Red said calmly. “No complaints from me.”

“It had to be your idea. These two cheap bastards aren’t going to go for electric blankets.” He glanced at the two Agents and snickered.

“Can I use a cell phone?” Hardie said.

“Are you kidding, or what? What do you think we are, room service at the Hotel Theresa?”

“There’s no phone at the barracks,” said Hardie. “The United States Attorney said I would be provided access to cell phones to make occasional phone calls to my lawyer, right? We don’t have to be in the barracks for me to call my lawyer, do we?”

“Leppard won’t be in his office at this hour,” said Mulvehill.

“Leppard’s not my lawyer. Sandro Luca’s my lawyer. Leppard was just a paper tiger you guys had stand up for me so I could be knocked down.”

Mulvehill grinned. “Let him have a phone,” he said to Castoro. “All call’s have to go through the switchboard, even if it’s your lawyer you’re calling.”

“I don’t want anyone at your headquarters, or wherever, to be monitoring my calls,” said Hardie. “I want a direct line.”

“You can’t have one,” Mulvehill said harshly. “It’s got to be that way, not only to monitor your calls, keep you from selling poison in the streets, but also so no one who has one of those gizmos that tell what number is calling will know what number is calling. We don’t want any electronics expert tri-angulate where we are so they can help you escape.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. You shouldn’t take Star Trek so seriously,” said Red.

“Never you mind what the hell I watch on TV,” said Mulvehill.

“I won’t. I just want to make a lawyer/client call. And I am allowed to talk privately with my Counsel. It’s a privileged call,” said Hardie.

“That’s not the way it works,” said Mulvehill.

“I believe that is the way it works,” said Hardie. “Lawyer/client privilege. Do I need to have my lawyer call the United States Attorney to straighten this out?”

“Christ. Why do we have to listen to this kind of bullshit every day,” Mulvehill said to Geraghty, his jaw muscles flexing. “We ought to go out and kill all the fucking drug-dealers and druggies, in one fell swoop. Then it’d be over.”

“You don’t really want it to be over,” said Hardie. “Then you and the D.E.A., and most of the Justice System, would be out of a job.”

“Wise-ass prick,” Mulvehill grimaced. He made a motion with his head to Geraghty. “Call the office. We’ll run this past the Boss.”

Geraghty took a cellular phone from a holder attached to his belt.

“Tell him I want a lawyer/client call,” said Hardie. “I just want them to dial the number, but not monitor my call.”

Geraghty pushed buttons on the phone. “Hello, Oswald? This is Geraghty. Let me speak to Supervisor Becker.”

“Let me have the phone,” Mulvehill said, reaching out to take Geraghty’s phone. He put the phone to his ear, waiting. He began speaking with Supervisor Becker at the D.E.A. Office. He explained Hardie’s request for a lawyer/client call without anyone on the line monitoring or recording the conversation.

As Mulvehill was speaking, the pizza arrived. Castoro immediately snared a slice. Geraghty put a slice on his paper plate and pulled a nibble of cheese from the top as he listened to Mulvehill.

There were some exchanges between Mulvehill and Becker. Hardie listened intently. Mulvehill’s face soured into a grimace. “Supervisor Becker said okay, you’re entitled. Shit!” he said, standing up abruptly. “I’ll be outside for some fresh air. The atmosphere stinks in here. You take care of this,” he said to Geraghty, handing him the cell phone.

“Roger,” said Geraghty. “What’s Luca’s number?”

“Don’t dial it directly,” cautioned Mulvehill.

“No, but I need the number to give it to the people in the office.”

“It’s going to be privileged?” said Hardie.

“That’s what the man said,” said Mulvehill. “I’ll be outside.”

“The number is 212-227-1011.” As Hardie spoke, Geraghty repeated the number into the phone. He handed the phone to Hardie. Red listened to the phone ring on the other end.

“Mr. Luca’s office,” said a female voice.

“Are you the answering service?” said Red.

“Yes.”

“This is an emergency. My name is Red Hardie. I need to talk to Mr. Luca. Can you call him on another phone and ask him to take this call? This is a real emergency.”

In the D.E.A. office, Supervisor Becker sat at his desk, listening to his phone. He had a special device on the mouth-piece which muted any sound from being picked up during an overheard conversation.

“The Red Hardie?” The voice of the woman operator. Her inflection made obvious to Hardie—and Becker—that the woman was black.

“The very one,” Red said.

“Just a minute. Hey, you know who I have on the phone …?” he heard the woman say, just as she put the call on Hold. Becker frowned with displeasure as he listened.

In a few moments, Hardie heard a voice say: “Hello?” It was Sandro Luca.

“Sandro? Red. How you doing?”

“Fine, Red, fine. Where are you calling from?”

“Damned if I know. I’m calling from my lock-up over a Government cell phone, you dig?”

“Okay,” said Sandro. “Everything all right?”

“Can I get up and have a little confidentiality?” Hardie said to the two Agents.

Geraghty looked at Castoro, who was already into his second slice. Castoro shrugged. “You sit, we’ll get up. But don’t make it long,” said Geraghty. “I don’t want to listen to him, either.” Geraghty made a head motion toward the front door.

“Thanks.”

The two Agents stood and walked over to the jukebox, glancing at the available selections.

“They said they wouldn’t listen in—but you never know, you know?” Red said into the phone.

“I understand. You don’t sound right, Red.”

“Everything’s kind of all right. I mean, this isn’t the greatest place in the world, wherever in the world I am. Actually, I’m freezing here. It’s cold as anything at night, and they have the air conditioning on. I want you to call the Assistant, Dineen. I’ve got to get out of this place as soon as possible.”

“We’re going through a cold spell here, too,” said Sandro.

“It’s not a cold spell,” said Red. “It’s this place. And things are not about to warm up anytime soon here. I could catch my death here. You know how I’m susceptible to cold?”

“Oh?” said Sandro hesitantly. “Yes, yes, I understand,” Sandro picked up that Red was trying to convey more meaning in his words.

Becker’s eyes narrowed as he listened quietly.

“Is it that cold where you are?” said Sandro.

“Yeah, man, it’s dangerously cold. I need you to call Dineen and convince him somehow to get me out of here. If he won’t agree, you better arrange to go before the Judge.”

“Is it that serious?”

“I don’t have much time on the phone. I’d like you to find out where I am and arrange to come out here to see me as soon as possible, so I can explain the whole thing. Meanwhile, see if you can do anything about getting me transferred to a regular prison. Even if it’s that maximum security place in Wisconsin. I think this place is dangerous to my health. Real dangerous.”

“Really? I’ll see what I can do with Dineen. I’ll find out where you are so I can come to see you.”

“Maybe you’ve got to go over Dineen’s head. I think he’s probably part of the deal. They’re all looking to better themselves on my ass.”

“I’ll figure something out. I’ll come down to see you.”

“A.S.A.P.”

“Okay. Be careful.”

“I’m trying.”

As Hardie snapped the cell phone closed, Supervisor Becker hung up the receiver on his desk phone.

Geraghty and Castoro came back to the table. Geraghty glanced at the front window. Mulvehill was still outside, smoking a cigar. Geraghty saw him take his cell phone in hand and appear to be answering a call. Mulvehill glanced abstractly, pensively, at the table through the window. Seeing the three men inside watching him, Mulvehill turned his back to them, continuing to talk on the cell phone. The Agents at the table were eating pizza. Red continued to watch Mulvehill talk on his cell phone. In a minute or two, Mulvehill flipped the cell phone closed, and re-entered the restaurant.

“I was just on the phone with the boss about that electric blanket idea of yours,” Mulvehill said to Hardie.

Red, not saying a word, listened to Mulvehill.

“What’d he say?” said Castoro.

“Get this—the Boss must be getting soft—he said, if you want to buy blankets for everybody, buy blankets. He approved a trip to the mall to buy them.”

“Hey, beautiful,” smiled Castoro.

“You got your way again, Mr. Hardie,” said Mulvehill.

“Beware of Greeks bearing gifts,” said Hardie.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Mulvehill.

“Nothin’. Nothin’ at all.”

“When are we going to the mall?” said Castoro. “Oh, baby, sleeping warm.”

“The Boss said probably in a couple of days.”

“It’s going to be cold tonight, and again tomorrow night,” said Castoro.

“Hey, Lou,” said Geraghty. “This is your Government at work. Take it easy.”


Bay Ridge : August 6, 1996 : 11:50 P.M.

“Bobby Red. You’re a pisser,” Tony Balls exploded, shaking with laughter as he stood at the bar in Moscarella’s. Robert D’Onofrio, known as ‘Bobby Red’, was a shorter man, with reddish hair and bright, slightly bulging eyes that were now watering as he laughed. He was seated on a bar stool. Tony Balls’ hilarity, which had been abating, exploded again. He slapped the bar. “Oh Madon,” he repeated the punch line of the joke Bobby Red had just told him about the horse that only understood commands in Italian.

Bobby Red, a Union Official, had come directly from a fancy dinner. He was in a tuxedo. His black bow-tie, now undone, hung loosely in his winged collar.

“Salute,” said Tony Balls, clinking his glass against Bobby Red’s martini glass. “Where’d ya go in the head waiter’s suit?”

“The Waldorf, in the City, one of those chicken a la king jobs, a benefit for one of the people from 813.”

“Teamsters?”

“Yeah.”

“That Judge—what the fuck’s his name?—he still running the Union?”

“Lacey? Yeah.”

After the Government brought a RICO Action against the Teamsters Union, the case was assigned to Federal Judge David Edelstein. Eventually, the RICO action was settled by an agreement that a former Federal Judge, Frederick Lacey, would oversee the running of the Teamsters Union, As part of the settlement agreement, everybody who was a member of Organized Crime, or even a friend of anyone associated with Organized Crime, was to be called in front of Lacey and banned from the Union.

“Lacey still breaking everybody’s balls?”

“Yeah, him and Edelstein—”

“That’s a real prick,” said Tony Balls. “Madon,” exclaimed Tony Balls, re-visiting Bobby Red’s joke. His laughter erupted again. “That is some joke, Bobby. I wish I could tell jokes. That’s a good one.”

A car rolled slowly to a stop at the curb outside the restaurant. Both men looked through the panes of the French doors that formed the front wall of Moscarella’s.

“Who’s that?” said Tony Balls, squinting into the dark at the figure of a young man now exiting the car.

“Looks like Billy Legs’ kid.”

“Hey, Sally,” Tony Balls greeted as he unlocked the front door of the restaurant. Sally Cantelupo’s shirt was open down to the middle of his chest, displaying a conspicuous gold medallion on a thick gold chain.

Sally embraced Tony Balls, kissing him on the cheek. “Hey, Bobby Red,” Sally said, walking over to the second man, kissing him on the cheek.

“You want a drink?” asked Tony Balls. “Hey, Enzo,” he called toward the interior of the restaurant.

“No, I just wanted to talk to you for a minute,” said Sally.

“I’m gonna get going,” said Bobby Red, sipping the last of his drink.

“No, no, I don’t want to chase you,” said Sally. “I’m only going to be a minute—not even.”

“Yeah, stay,” said Tony Balls, “we’ll have another drink. I don’t get to see none of the old crew lately.”

“You sure?” Bobby Red said to Tony Balls and Sally.

“Sure. Hey, Enzo. Get Bobby Red another of whatever he’s drinking in the martooni glass. Come on, Sally. I’ll walk you to your car.”

Tony Balls and Sally walked out to the street. They drifted into the shadows just beyond the front of the restaurant.

“You got something for me?” Sally said to Tony Balls.

“What the fuck you talking about?” said Tony Balls. He put his arm around Sally’s shoulders and walked further away from the restaurant. “You got something from me just a couple of days ago.”

“It was last week.”

“Same fuckin’ thing. What the fuck are you doing, becoming a hop-head on me?”

“What hop-head?” said Sally. “A bag here, a bag there, that’s all,” he whispered softly.

“A bag here a bag there, my ass,” said Tony Balls. “You’re using too much of this shit. I shouldn’t be doing none of this in the first place. Especially with you. Your Old Man ever finds out, I’m in a lot of fuckin’ trouble. I mean it, a lot of fuckin’ trouble.”

“How’s he gonna find out? I’m the only one he gets to talk to. I just come over once in a while, have a drink, who’s to find out anything? You got something for me?”

“I told you last week, there’s a drought, a real fuckin’ drought. I can’t get too much myself right now.” Tony Balls looked around at deserted Third Avenue. The lights of the Verrazano Bridge loomed into the night in the near distance. “Maybe I can let you have another bag.”

“How about two?”

“I can only spare one right now. If I had it, I don’t know I’d give it to you anyways. I really shouldn’t be doing nothin’ with you. It’s my ass if anybody finds out.” Tony Balls squatted down over his shoe, tying the laces. He glanced again at the Avenue as he slipped a bag out of the cuff of his pants onto the sidewalk.

“You’re a life-saver, Tony Balls,” said Sally. “How much?”

“You know the price. Thirty. And don’t be telling nobody what I’m charging you. That price’s only for you.”

“I really appreciate it, Tony Balls, I really do.” Sally took money out of his pocket and began to count.

“Put that fuckin’ money away! Get away from me.” Tony Balls said angrily, starting abruptly back toward the restaurant.

“Tony, Tony, what’s the matter?” said Sally, following Tony Balls.

In the doorway of Moscarella’s, Tony Balls turned abruptly back toward Sally, raising a beefy finger in Sally’s face. “Don’t be counting no fuckin’ money and think you’re going to hand it to me like I was a strunz on Fox Television, right in the middle of the fuckin’ street!”

“Tony, Tony, I’m sorry,” said Sally, his eyes round with apprehension. “Take it easy. There’s nobody out there. The fucking street is deserted.”

“I don’t give a shit if we was in the middle of the Sahara; don’t be counting no fuckin’ money and handing it to me in the street like I’m a pimp or something.”

“Tony, Tony, take it easy. I’m sorry. I made a mistake.”

“Mistakes can be very costly, Sally. Very costly. You want to come inside, lay your money on the bar for a drink? Leave it there, fine. You know how things have to be done.”

“Yeah, yeah. I was just in a hurry.”

“Hurrying gets people locked up, Sally. Take it easy. Be cool.”

“Can I buy you a drink?” said Sally. The two men walked back toward the restaurant.

“Now you got it,” said Tony Balls. He opened the interior door. He saw Bobby Red sipping a drink at the bar. “Oh Madon,” Tony Balls exclaimed loudly, beginning to laugh again. “Round three.”

A dark blue van with reflective tinted windows in its side panels and the rear door was parked a block away from Moscarella’s, on the bridge side of Third Avenue. On the front doors of the van, lettering indicated “Mix and Fix Cement Contractors,” complete with a phony address and phone number in Queens. Inside the rear of the van, Bill Santiago sat on a plastic milk crate, peering into the eye-piece of a camcorder with a powerful telephoto lens. The camcorder was aimed toward the front of Moscarella’s. Switched to Night-Vision, the camera recorded everything that had transpired between Tony Balls and Sally Cantelupo in eery green-glow.

Pete Mulvehill was seated on a plastic milk-box beside Santiago, peering at the tiny screen of the camcorder, watching the replay of what had been recorded. Supervisor Becker had temporarily rotated Mulvehill back to the New York from his Hardie baby-sitting duties. True to his stickler work ethic, however, Supervisor Becker rotated Mulvehill right into the squad’s surveillance duties

“You got everything!” Mulvehill exulted as he watched the taped image of Sally Cantalupo pick something up from the street, take money out of his pocket, look around, then walk into Moscarella’s trailing an angry Tony Balls.

“In living green,” said Santiago as he, too, watched the replay.

“Oh, how sweet it is,” Mulvehill said, imitating Jackie Gleason’s delivery.


Alphabet City : August 8, 1996 : 11:45 A.M.

Sandro and Tony Balls walked north on Avenue C.

“What a wonderful neighborhood,” Tony Balls said, glancing around at the time worn tenement buildings. “I hope I can do what you want. I still don’t know why you need me?”

“Because you speak Spanish and because you look like a cop.”

“I what?”

“You look like a cop,” repeated Sandro.

“You gotta be kiddin’ me!”

“Well, of course you don’t, which is exactly the reason the police would pick a guy like you to come to a neighborhood like this. If you looked like a cop, well, then you’d never pass. But since you don’t look like a cop, you’re the perfect candidate to be an undercover. And, of course, the people looking at you right this minute know that. Which is the reason they think you look like a cop.”

“Sometimes I think you’ve been smelling the stale air in the prisons too much,” said Tony Balls. He glanced toward several men who were standing around a bridge table at the curb in front of a bodega up ahead. Two men were seated, playing dominoes at the table.

“Worried?” asked Sandro.

“I’m worried about these guys? You’re the guy who has to worry. At least I speak the language.”

“But don’t you see, that’s absolutely why no one would bother me. I am so obviously an outsider, I couldn’t possibly be a cop.”

“It’s thinking like that, which drives normal people crazy,” said Tony Balls. “You think the people down here are going to let you interview them, take statements and things?”

“That’s what this bag is for,” said Sandro. He was carrying a black, leather-covered attache-case. “As we speak and walk, there’s a tape recorder inside, recording everything that we’re saying. The microphone is in the lock.”

“You kidding?” said Tony Balls, glancing down at Sandro’s attache case.

“Not at all. And look at this.” Sandro took a pen from his inside jacket pocket.

“Don’t tell me that’s another recorder.”

“It is. An entire recorder, all by itself.”

“You’re kidding. Is it turned on?” said Tony Balls, studying the pen.

“Not yet.”

“You’re like 007, fuckin’ James Bond,” said Tony Balls. “You want a Cuban sandwich?” he asked as they neared the bodega and the bridge table on the sidewalk.

“Hungry?” said Sandro. The men on the sidewalk suspended their interest in the dominoes game, now studying the two strangers.

“I just like Cuban sandwiches, and you can’t get them everywhere. C’mon.”

The entire front of the bodega, except for the door, was covered by roll-down gates of small, horizontal steel bars. During the night hours, a steel door rolled down from an overhead metal compartment, covering the doorway as well. The inside of the small grocery store was festooned with signs announcing special prices, sales, sandwiches, and lottery tickets. These announcements were for day customers only. Not that the store didn’t do business at night. A large yellow sign outside announced in big red letters that the bodega was open ‘24/7’. No one, however, was permitted inside the store at night. The only access was through a front window that was covered with two-inch thick bulletproof plastic with a revolving Lazy Susan kind of device made of the same thick plastic material. The Lazy Susan was divided in quarters, which allowed the clerk inside to hear what customers on the sidewalk outside wanted. The clerk would tell the customer the price, money was placed on the Lazy Susan, which was then rotated. The clerk took the money, and, in turn, revolved the purchased item and change back to the customer. It was a tough way to do business, but it was better than being robbed every other night.

“Oye,” Tony Balls said to the young man behind the counter inside the store. The clerk was short, dark, wearing a vest over his bare, well muscled upper torso. He nodded warily to the two men in suits. “Un sandwich Cubano,” Tony Balls said to the clerk.

The clerk nodded. Another man, one of the on-lookers at the domino game came into the store, studying the two suits as he bought a pack of Marlboro from the cashier.

“This is lawyer Luca,” Tony Balls introduced Sandro in Spanish. The clerk shot a momentary glance at Sandro as he took a prepared sandwich from a counter showcase. “He is the lawyer for the woman from around the corner who is accused of killing her child.”

The clerk put the sandwich into a heating press as he glanced at Tony Balls.

“You know the woman I mean?” Tony Balls continued in Spanish.

“No,” the clerk shook his head as took the sandwich out of the press, wrapping it in waxed-paper. He sliced the sandwich in half through the paper.

“This man is a lawyer, trying to help the woman,” Tony Balls continued. The clerk was placing the sandwich into a small brown paper bag. Another spectator from the domino game came into the bodega to listen. “We are not from the Police or the District Attorney. This is the woman’s private lawyer, trying to save her from death. You know the bastards downtown want her put to death.”

“She deserves it,” one of the men who had come in from outside said to the other. He was very dark, wearing a straw hat.

Sandro stood quietly, as more of the men from outside entered the bodega Their complexions ranged from white, to tan, to black.

“If you, or someone you know, was accused of a crime, no matter what crime, you’d want a lawyer to defend you, right? This lawyer is trying to help a woman accused of a very serious crime, so that they won’t put her to death.”

A murmur stirred through the group as they spoke in Spanish among themselves.

“Do you remember the incident?” Tony Balls said to the crowd.

“The black one who killed her baby?” said the very dark man with the hat.

“That is what she is accused of,” said Tony Balls.

“Any woman who would do that ought to die,” said another of the men.

“She’s black,” said another man with a knowing nod.

“But that’s what the lawyer is fighting against. The woman is saying that she didn’t do this,” Tony Balls said, “and that is why the lawyer is fighting. He’s trying to find out anything about the woman, about what happened, so he can help her. You know, if a private lawyer doesn’t help her, those bastards downtown surely are not going to help her.”

“You’re a public lawyer?” one of the men said toward Sandro.

“No,” replied Tony Balls. “The lawyer doesn’t speak Spanish.”

“She paying for him to help her?”

“No, the woman has no money. This is a very famous lawyer,” Tony Balls indicated Sandro with a nod of his head, “and he wants to help her, even though she can’t pay, because he knows if he does not, and if people in the street do not, the officials will throw her to the dogs.”

“If she killed her own child—” one of the men shrugged.

“But she did not,” said Tony Balls. “That is why it is important for us to find people who can give us some information, so we can help her. If something like this happened to you, you would want people in the neighborhood to help, right?”

Some of the men nodded, others shrugged.

“Any of you know this woman?” said Tony Balls.

“She’s not Spanish,” said the very dark one with the straw hat. “She’s black. You’re not Spanish; him either. Why do you two care?” he said to Tony Balls.

“My woman is Puerto Rican, from Ponce. She taught me the good language—in the middle of the night.”

“I come from Ponce, too,” said one of the men. “The best place on the Island.” The others laughed. “It is,” the man said with a serious nod of his head.

“You want anything to drink with the sandwich?” the clerk said to Tony Balls.

“Ice tea.” The clerk went into a refrigerator and selected a can of tea.

“Do any of you know any of the people this woman was friends with? Anyone she knows, or who knows her?” asked Tony Balls.

“I think the morena has a Spanish husband,” said one of the men. He too wore a straw hat, this one with a bright plaid hat band.

“You know any people?” another man inquired into the group.

“I live on the Avenue, around the corner. I would see this woman. I saw her picture in El Diario when it happened. I saw her many times with her husband. He’s Spanish. Clean. Nice-looking.”

“What is he doing with her?” said one of the others.

“You know the husband’s name?” asked Tony Balls.

The man with the bright hat band shook his head. “Nice-looking, clean. I see him once in a while.”

“When was the last time you saw the husband?” asked Tony Balls.

“A few days ago, maybe a week. I was sweeping in front of the building. I’m the Super at Five Twenty-Five. I was sweeping. And he came by. He says hello. I said hello. That was it.”

“You know what number building the woman lives in?” said Tony Balls.

“Probably Five Sixty-Four.”

“You handle accident cases, Abogado?” said one of the men in accented English.

“Yes. You have a case?”

“No, but I know a lot of people over here. They’re always in trouble around here.” Others murmured, some laughed, agreeing. “Maybe I can send you some cases. You have a card?”

“Sure,” said Sandro, taking a business card out of his wallet, handing it to the man.

“Can I have one,” said another man. Sandro handed the second man a card, then one to each of the others.

Tony Balls took some bills out of his pocket and paid the clerk for the sandwich. He unwrapped half of the sandwich and began to munch on an end of it.

“Now, listen, gentlemen,” said Tony Balls in Spanish, chewing on his sandwich. “This is a great guy, this lawyer. He’s trying to help this woman, not hurt her. You’d want him to do the same thing for you, no?”

“She used to come in here once in a while. She was always on something, you know,” said the clerk from behind the counter. “High, like.”

“You would see her in the area,” said the man with the bright colored hat band. “But I never talked to her or nothing.”

“No. She’s black.” said the dark-skinned man in the hat. “Spanish people don’t hang around with the blacks. And they don’t hang around with us.” He shrugged. “That’s the way it is.”

“That’s right,” said another man. “We don’t hang around with black people.”

“Anybody know what her husband’s name is?” asked Tony Balls.

There were many shrugs.

“You know who would know that,” said one of the men. “Titi.”

“Who’s Titi?” asked Tony Balls.

“He’s the Super for a lot of buildings on that block. He lives over there, too. In the first tall building on this side,” the man motioned, indicating the south side of the street.

“You say the Super’s name is Titi?” Tony Balls unwrapped the other half of his sandwich and continued eating.

“Yeah,” said one of the men.

“There’s a guy called Titi, who might know something” Tony Balls said to Sandro. “Maybe we ought to find this Titi?”

“Let’s do that,” said Sandro.

“Thanks a lot, Senors,” said Tony Balls, moving toward the door of the bodega carrying the end of his sandwich in one hand, a can of iced tea in the other. Sandro shook hands with each of the men, thanked them, and followed Tony Balls out to the street.

When they reached 3rd Street, Sandro and Tony Balls walked toward a six-story building with a front stoop. They entered the building and studied the mailboxes. Many of them had been pried open, their doors bent; others had no door at all. Most of the slots for identifying the names of the tenants were empty. One of the slots on the bottom of the panel had the letters “SUPER” scratched into the paint. Sandro pushed the bell button.

“If that bell works, I’ll eat the next sandwich with the paper and all,” said Tony Balls.

“You probably will anyway.”

“Very funny guy.”

A Spanish woman came to the front door. She inquired in Spanish as to what they wanted. She said she was the wife of the Super.

“We’re looking for Titi,” Tony Balls replied in Spanish.

She told them that Titi had gone to the Bronx to see his daughter, who was having a baby. Tony Balls asked her if she knew the woman who was accused of killing her baby. She made a face, and said she didn’t know her. But she had lived with a man on the fourth floor of the building, apartment 4R.

“You know the name of the husband?” asked Tony Balls.

“I think it’s Tony,” the woman said, shrugging.

“Is he up there now?”

“I don’t know,” the woman said.

The interior of the building was much the same as many New York walk-up tenements: yellow plaster walls scored to look like limestone blocks, brown iron railings and balusters, linoleum floors on the landings. There was an acrid smell throughout, and Spanish television sounds bled through doorways into the hall. In the center of each landing were two doors, inside of which was a toilet for the use of the three apartments on each end of the hall.

In the back part of the fourth floor were three apartment doors. One directly at the end of the narrow passage, another at each of the side-walls. Tony Balls knocked on the left door, which was marked 4R. The sound of a television set in the apartment opposite suddenly lowered. A sound came from behind the peephole in that apartment. Tony Balls knocked on 4R again. Tony Balls turned and knocked on the door across the hall. There was no sound or answer from behind that door, either. Tony Balls knocked again. Still no sound.

“Curious, but not that curious,” said Sandro.

“What do you want to do?” said Tony Balls.

“We’ll leave a card, asking him to get in touch with us,” said Sandro, taking out one of his business cards. “Write on it. Tell them to call me,” he said to Tony Balls. When he finished writing, Tony Balls placed the card in the crack between the door and the frame, then, thinking of the peephole spy behind the door, took the card out of the crack in the door and slid it underneath.

“Had enough?” Tony Balls said.

“We haven’t even started,” said Sandro.

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

“We’re finished here for today, however,” said Sandro—

“That’s good.”

“But we have a mass of other work to do.”

“Today?”

“Mostly from the office, by subpoena,” said Sandro. “We have a lot of documents to gather, school records, medical records, stuff that may show that Li’l Bit was a bit slow, mentally.”

“You think she was retarded?” asked Tony Balls.

“People who commit this kind of crime often are,” said Sandro. “And from meeting her, she seems a bit off, a bit mentally challenged, you might say. We have to dig into her background to show that she isn’t some kind of criminal fiend, but a person who wasn’t really able to fully appreciate the consequences of her actions, wasn’t able to form the evil intent that might seem to surround this crime just based on the surface facts. This stuff is called mitigation, that’s what the death penalty phase is all about.”

“Ain’t you going to contest the facts of the case, like, did she really do it?”

“Not much of a shot there, Tony. She confessed, the man she was with confessed, and his lawyer has already indicated that he’d agree to testify against her to catch a break from the death penalty.”

“So you’re hoping to catch a break on the death penalty side of the issue?”

“If the D.A. decides to go with it, yes,” said Sandro. “In order to do that, I have to track down people who knew her when she was a kid, people who could testify that she was always a bit slow—her teachers, her relatives. Red Hardie—”

“Red Hardie? What’s he got to do with this?”

“Red knew her when she was a kid. That’s why I’m involved with this case to begin with. He wanted me to help her. Gave me a bunch of information about her. He told me she had a brother, too, a doctor, on Park Avenue.”

“The woman who did this has a brother who’s a doctor on Park Avenue?” said Tony Balls.

Sandro nodded. “Red told me the brother had changed his name, even told me what name he now used—I can’t think of it at the moment. I have it in my notes. Let’s get a cab, I have to be in court in forty-five minutes.”

Tony Balls put his fingers in his mouth and let out a loud whistle toward a cab half block away. The cab stopped.

“You’ve got to teach me how to do that. I’ve never been able to whistle like that,” said Sandro. Tony Balls laughed.


Washington Heights : August 10, 1996 : 10:45 A.M.

The Washington Heights section of New York City had been the site of Fort Washington during the American Revolution. Together with Fort Lee, high on the opposite palisades of New Jersey, the Fort stood over the Hudson River to keep that water route from British hands.

Now, the area was predominantly inhabited by Hispanics from the Dominican Republic. The stores, the traditions, the language of the area reminded one more of Santo Domingo than the Upper West Side. Many of the inhabitants who had actually been born here, none-the-less, spoke English as a second language. For that reason, the local public schools were bilingual. Many who criticized bilingual education as a recent and abhorrent pampering of foreigners who should be required to speak English, were unaware that there has always been bilingual education in New York City; in General Washington’s time, the second language was German. Sally Cantalupo stood on the sidewalk of 192nd Street near Broadway, in front of a small brick building with a two-step stoop and a scarred half-wood, half-glass door. On the outer wall of the building, a small television camera was aimed at the street and sidewalk in front of the building. Down the block, several people were huddled, waiting, their eyes continuously watching the entrance of the building. Until a few minutes ago, Sally Cantalupo had been part of that huddled contingent. When the person in front of him on the line entered the building, Sally was cleared to move from the huddle to a spot directly in front of the building. There, he waited expectantly, shifting from foot to foot. He wasn’t really hurting, but he was becoming anxious about getting a couple of bags just in case he started to hurt.

Although he denied it, even to himself, Sally Cantalupo had quickly become hooked on cocaine. He didn’t have a bad habit, he told himself, he could quit if he wanted. It was just that life was so much warmer, comfortable, smoother, less hassled after he had a snort. The habit wasn’t the problem, he assured himself many times. The real problem was how to afford it without his wife, and, more importantly, his father, knowing.

Sally had attended St. John’s College to become an accountant. Billy Legs, his father, had insisted that his son become more than just another knock-around street guy, and, therefore, made sure that Sally studied to learn a profession. For years before he went to jail, Billy Legs had established an association with one of those combination lawyer-real estate—insurance-income tax-notary offices in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. All the people in the neighborhood for blocks around would buy their insurance or have Billy Legs’ office prepare their income taxes every year. It added a measure of comfort and protection in life to be recognized as a client of Billy Legs, to be on a first name basis with The Man himself.

When Sally finished college, Billy Legs arranged for Sally to have a desk in the same office as his own. In addition, Sally’s wife, whom he had met in an accounting class at St. John’s, had obtained a real estate sales license, and Billy Legs arranged for her to set up a desk beside Sally’s. Being an energetic woman, she decided that she could lessen the burden on Sally’s shoulders by taking on responsibility for their income and finances, both business and personal, leaving for Sally the more important task of dealing with clients. As a result, Sally Cantalupo didn’t have ten cents that his wife wasn’t aware or in charge of. There was no way that he could siphon even fifty dollars a week from his income without his wife knowing about it.

Moses Johnson was superintendent of the housing complex known as Knickerbocker Village, near Catherine Street and the East River in Manhattan, where Sally and his wife had set up their first apartment. Billy Legs and Sally’s stepmother had an apartment in a different building in the same complex. Sally would occasionally meet Moses Johnson at the bar in the Step Down Lounge on Market Street, and on several occasions, Moses had mentioned the pleasant escape he enjoyed in the arms of cocaine. One evening, down by the waterfront, in sight of the Brooklyn Bridge to the right, the Manhattan Bridge to the left, Sally Cantalupo first ventured into drugs’ soft oblivion. The easy, confident feeling that resulted from the drug smoothed Sally’s life, permitting him to ride out the incessant directives, the unremitting discipline others extended over his every waking moment. Life was far easier to cope with when he was a bit high.

Later, as his enjoyment of the white dream expanded, Sally found out that Tony Balls was doing a little snorting himself. They did it together a couple of times, totally in secret, since drugs were strictly off-limits for people in ‘The Life’—which included Tony Balls and even Billy Legs’ son, Sally.

Just as his cocaine use was expanding, Sally learned that either Tony Balls’ connections were drying up, or his willingness to break the rules so blatantly was waning. To the rescue, Moses Johnson, the Super in Sally’s building complex, resurfaced. Through a connection with a Dominican building superintendent in the downtown neighborhood, Johnson developed a connection with some Dominicans in Washington Heights, where the White Dream was plentiful, and the price wasn’t bad. The only problem was that the Dominicans were very cautious, and the system that they used to ensure there was no surveillance or undercover cops was tedious and required patience, a virtue that Sally was occasionally very lacking.

A short, moustachioed man with dark olive complexion exited the building and stood on the small stoop in front of the tenement building. He looked up and down the block, then nodded toward Sally Cantalupo, signaling that he could enter the building.

“How are you, my friend,” Sally Cantalupo said happily to the man as he walked with him through the entrance door.

“Bien, bien,” said the man, smiling. “You?”

“Bien,” said Sally.

“Habla espanol muy bien, amigo,” the man smiled.

“Poquito, poquito,” Sally Cantalupo laughed.

The interior of the building had a short hallway leading to a stairway on the right side. On either side of the hallway, entrance doors led to apartments at the front of the building. Alongside the stairway, a corridor led to a rear door and an outside yard. The entrance doors to rear apartments were farther back on either side of the hallway. Small television cameras were mounted on the walls of the hallway; one was focused on the rear entrance; another camera on the wall at the top of the stairs, surveilled all who used the stairs. The man with the moustache, according to an internal protocol with which Sally Cantelupo was now familiar, indicated that Sally Cantalupo should walk ahead of him up the stairs. This gave the people manning the television monitors upstairs a better view of the visitor.

In many lengthy, languid conversations overlooking the East River with Moses Johnson, Sally Cantalupo discovered that there were many people in his neighborhood who liked a little taste of the white powder. He realized, in his accountant-trained mind, keen with numbers and figures, that when he went to Washington Heights for himself, if he bought a little extra, and sold it to the discrete few he knew in his own neighborhood, he could finance his habit without his wife or father ever being the wiser.

As he reached the second landing, Sally Cantalupo knowingly turned to walk along the corridor leading to the next upward flight of stairs. There was another security camera on the far wall of the hallway, monitoring both the second floor corridor and the stairs going up to the third floor. At the top of the third landing, a camera was aimed down the stairway. Once on the third landing, the apartment door at the rear of the corridor was boarded over with heavy planks. The only accessible door on the landing was at the front of the building, reached only by walking along the corridor which was surveilled by a camera. As Sally walked the corridor, he heard the lock of the door ahead being electronically released.

Inside, an Hispanic man was seated behind a nicked, enameled-topped kitchen table on which, conspicuously, there was a machine pistol. Eight TV monitors, four stacked on top of four, were on one side of the table. Five of the monitors carried a miniaturized picture of some part of the hallway and stairwell outside. Another was an exterior view of the street from somewhere near the building. Another was of a man seated at a desk in a different room. The last was of a room filled with seated people.

Through a doorway on the right, Sally entered the room that appeared on the last TV monitor. It was the middle room of the apartment, which served as a waiting room for the customers before they were ushered into the sanctum sanctorum where the drugs were measured and sold.

Several people sat on a dilapidated couch and a couple of soiled armchairs, none of which matched, all of which looked as if they had been recycled from the sidewalk before the Sanitation Department collected them. Sally sat on a chair near two windows that were covered entirely by heavy curtains that had also been recycled from the trash heap. The room was brightly lit by a mechanic’s extension light with a long orange cord that was plugged into the wall and suspended over the middle of the room from a string tied to the ceiling. Minuscule glimpses of the street could be stolen though irregular gaps in the center of the drapery. It was against protocol to touch the curtains or look out the window, since that would open a view of the apartment or its occupants to the outside.

“Okay, okay, party time. Who’s next up?” said a short barrel of an Hispanic man who came into the waiting area from the back of the apartment. He had a machine pistol in his waistband. A tall, angular young man with glasses and flat, thin hair that hung over his forehead stood quickly, at obedient attention, ready to move forward. “Hold it, hold it, my man, don’t be so anxious,” said the man with the pistol.

“Sorry.”

“No problem, no problem.” The short Hispanic waited while a woman came from the back room, stuffing something into her pants pocket. She kept her eyes toward the floor as she walked toward the entrance. There she stopped dutifully as the Hispanic in command of the TV monitors glanced at the screens. Satisfied that no one lurked in the immediate vicinity of the doorway, he pushed a button, activating the electronic door release. The woman exited, to be watched on the successive TV screens as she descended.

“Okay, Senor, you’re at bat,” said the man with the pistol in his waist. He made a dramatic pass with his arms, directing the tall young man toward the rear of the apartment.

Those waiting on the chairs and couches, as the revelers at the March Hare’s tea party, shifted one seat closer to the door leading to the interior. As the woman cleared the screen of the lowest level TV monitor, a new customer appeared on that monitor, beginning the ascent to the apartment.

Sally Cantalupo tried to act at ease as he sat, knowing that the security camera on the wall opposite the couch and chairs continually transmitted a picture of the waiting room to the monitor at the entrance, and to other monitors in the interior rooms.

After the ritual of entrances and departures had progressed to the point that Sally Cantalupo was first on the waiting line, a different Hispanic, equally equipped with a pistol, this one a .45-caliber semiautomatic, came out to escort Sally Cantalupo inside. They walked through a room in which there were two desks and some chairs at which several armed men sat or lounged, talking, sky-larking with each other. Another set of eight TV monitors, four atop four, were mounted on the wall above the desks. All eyes shifted momentarily to Sally as he passed through the room. Sally recognized two of the men from previous purchasing visits. He nodded, smiled. The two men nodded somberly.

The next room in the apartment was brightly lit. Several people were working behind tables on which there were scales, small plastic bags, larger bags, about the size of one pound coffee bags, filled with white powder. These people were cutting cocaine, taking what might have been 90% pure cocaine and diluting it with other, inexpensive, meaningless white powders leaning it to thirty-five to forty-five percent cocaine. After cutting, others were weighing and bagging the cut cocaine into smaller plastic bags that had already been rubber stamped in blue with the word ‘Sueño’ (dream). These smaller bags were ten and twenty dollar bags for sale and distribution to customers, who might in turn, add to the price before selling it again. In one corner of the room, a man with an M-16 automatic rifle sat reading baseball scores from a Spanish newspaper.

In the last room, reached through a metal-clad door, behind a desk, his back to a wall that had “S U E Ñ O” painted in blue, four foot, paint dripped brush strokes, sat a fine-featured Hispanic, clean-shaven, in a mandarin-collared shirt, open at the chest, a gold chain and medallion hanging from his neck. A machine pistol was on the desk to the man’s right. More monitors were mounted on the wall opposite the desk. Two more heavily armed men sat in the far corners of the room. The windows of the room had thick steel bars locked from within by heavy chains and padlocks.

“Hello, Amigo,” the man said to Sally Cantalupo. He smiled a wide, toothy smile as he spoke, almost without any trace of an accent.

“Hello,” smiled Sally Cantalupo. “How’s it going?”

“Very, very good,” the man laughed easily. The two armed men snickered. The man glanced at the TV monitors frequently as he spoke. “What do you want to do today?”

“I’d like to pick up forty-five dollar—I mean, forty, five-dollar bags, forty of them,” Sally Cantalupo said as he stood in front of the desk, his hands behind his back.

“Sit down, relax,” said the man, motioning to a chair next to his desk.

“Thank you.” Sally sat.

“Cigarette?” the man said, offering Sally Cantalupo an open red box of Dunhill Cigarettes.

“No thanks,” said Sally Cantalupo. “I don’t smoke.”

“Clean living. That’s the ticket,” the man said with a tone of amusement. He put a cigarette in his lips, opened the top of a gold lighter which then spouted a gas jet flame. He blew out a spume of smoke. “My friend. I sit with you for a moment, because you strike me as an intelligent man. It’s not easy dealing with”—the man groped the air with one hand for a word—“the common customers, and,” he said more softly now, “the people I have to work with.” He glanced at the men posted in the room, then the TV monitors. “This business is terrible,” the man continued.

“Really? I would have thought—with all the people, and all the customers that you have lined up …”

“No problem with customers. Plenty of customers. Not with the people who work, either. They’re somewhat limited, numerous but limited.” The man inhaled, and blew another spume of smoke ceiling-ward. “It’s the work itself. Stressful, you know? Always under pressure. Security. And the product, the supply is limited these days, for one reason or—I should say for one very good reason … whatever. It’s nice once in a while to talk with someone intelligent, a good customer, like yourself—”

“Thank you.”

“You are a good customer, the best kind of customer. Careful, discrete, respectful. But, disgradiamente, I cannot give you forty bags. Twenty, perhaps twenty-two, okay, even twenty-five for round numbers. It’s just not available right now. I have other customers. I have to be able to service them, too.”

“How long do you think that this thing is going to last—you know, the shortage?”

“I don’t know,” said the man, tapping the ashes from his cigarette into a long distance arc toward a styrofoam cup on the floor a few feet from his chair. “Three points,” he exclaimed happily. Sally Cantalupo smiled, nodding. “You like the Knicks?” the man asked.

“Yeah, they’re okay.”

“Yeah, they’re okay,” the man agreed. “I don’t like them as much as I used to. The blacks are taking it over. Taking it over? They got it by the balls right now! I don’t like their style—it’s thug basketball. No finesse. More like football. That coach, Riley, was full of it, you know. He stands there with his suit, like who the hell he is, but he likes that kind of rough stuff. That trash-talking shit. I like baseball right now. The Yankees. You like—”

“Jefe,” the short barrel of a man who first led Sally Cantalupo into the interior of the apartment interrupted, coming into the room. The man behind the desk inquired with a jut of his chin. “It’s getting crowded, you know,” the barrel said.

Jefe arched one eyebrow. The barrel shrugged and went back toward the front of the apartment.

“See. They won’t let me have two minutes to myself,” said the man. “Here,” he said opening a drawer in his desk. He took out two packets of ten small plastic bags, each held together with a blue rubber band. He opened a third deck, and removed five bags. “Twenty-five,” he said, sliding the bags toward Sally Cantalupo. “Don’t worry about the shortage. We’ve had them before. They don’t last long. Somebody else’ll pop on the scene to pick up the slack. There’s too much money involved in this. You know what the government would do if they really wanted to put an end to drugs? You know what they’d do?”

“What?” said Sally Cantalupo.

“You heard about that black Senator? He wants to make all the drugs legal. What a bastard! We’d be out of business. Who’d take the risk, all of this?” the man motioned toward the outer rooms, “for what? A paycheck? Nobody’d take on the risk for that.” He glanced at the TV monitors. The workers were standing around idly, looking up at the monitors. “Shit, if you could buy it like a pack of cigarettes, a bottle of Ripple, I’d have to get a real job.” He laughed. “And nobody wants to do that.” He laughed again.

As the man spoke, Sally Cantalupo had taken money from his shirt pocket. He counted out two hundred and fifty dollars and placed it on the desk. “A smart man like you,” Sally said to the man, “with your organizational skills, you could open a legitimate drug business.”

The man chuckled as he took up Sally’s money and counted it with the dexterity of a bank teller. He nodded, then looked directly at Sally. “My friend. The big companies, the New York Stock Exchange companies, would be on top of this business like dogs on a steak. The big tobacco companies are probably already geared to manufacture packs of marijuana cigarettes.” The man removed the rubber bands from the packets of envelopes intended for Sally Cantalupo, counted each, then replaced the rubber bands. “No, my friend. I’m too small compared to, can you see it, CCC, Continental Cocaine Corporation, or some other big-ass company.” He handed the packets to Sally. “Me, I’m better off the way it is.”

Sally Cantalupo nodded. He took the bundled decks, dropping one inside the lining of his jacket on the left, one inside the lining on the right. He put the odd five in his shirt pocket.

“Smart,” the man smiled at Sally Cantalupo. “I gotta go,” he said. “Got to keep the people happy with Sueño.” He said the name with a little flourish, like a radio jingle, then laughed.

Sally Cantalupo rose, smiling back. He was going to triple—no, quadruple his money, enough to float his own Sueño. That was a happy thought.

“Thank you Jesus,” murmured Marty Geraghty, peering at the screen of the camcorder that was focused on 192nd Street through the silver, two-way tinting on the rear windows of the “Mix and Fix” van. The van was parked one block east of the line of junkies patiently awaiting their turn to enter the tenement.

“Don’t forget to thank Sally Cantalupo for bringing us to the Promised Land,” said Bill Santiago sitting on the milk crate next to Geraghty.

“Thank you, Sally Cantalupo,” said Geraghty.

“Speak of the devil; here comes the dear boy now,” said Santiago, seeing Sally Cantalupo exit the tenement and walk down the steps of the stoop. “I’ll get the wheels moving,” said Santiago, half-rising to duck-walk back to the driver’s seat.

“No, no, let’s stay and get more of this mother lode of activity,” said Geraghty. “What will we get following Sally in his car? These fuckers out here are moving a shitload of stuff. We’ve got a whole ’nother thing right here before our very eyes.”

“Ramrod is going to be happy when he sees this tape,” said Santiago, returning to his milk crate.

“Ohhh, yes. Ohhh yes,” said Geraghty, continuing to telephoto the comings and goings at the tenement.


East River Waterfront: August 8, 1929 : 9:15 A.M.

Seven Prohibition Agents jumped out of three unmarked sedans that screeched to a stop in front of a one-story garage at 37 Water Street. Across the street, wharfs stretched into New York’s East River. The Agents rushed through the double-width wooden doors of the garage. Inside, a canvas covered truck was in the loading area. In the back of the truck as well as the entire warehouse area behind the truck there were an array of wooden beer kegs and cases of bootleg alcohol.

“There they are, boys,” said Supervisory Agent Kinney, “pull ’em off that truck, and from the warehouse. Start rolling ’em out to the sidewalk. Are the press boys here yet, Sean?”

“I’ll look,” said Sean O’Callaghan, one of the Agents in the raiding party. He walked toward the entrance just as two sedans filled with reporters and photographers pulled to the curb.

“They’re here,” called O’Callaghan.

“Good. Start ’em rolling, boys,” Kinney said to his Agents. “Out to the sidewalk. Bust the head of every keg, Sean. Just the head, remember.”

The Agents began seizing kegs, rolling them toward the front door. Sean O’Callaghan, Izzie Perlman, and Supervisor Kinney were on the sidewalk with axes, bashing the head of each keg after it was rolled down the sloping sidewalk, letting its foamy contents pour into the gutter. The kegs were now arranged in a long line, one behind the other, stretching back into the warehouse. Some of the Agents carried boxes of unlabeled bottles of liquor which were overturned on the sidewalk. With axes, they began to break bottle after bottle of the liquor.

The photographers stood on the sidewalk on either side of the rolling kegs and broken bottles, photographing the proceedings. One man stood behind a newsreel movie camera, twirling the crank, catching each mighty bash of the axes that sent dreaded beer or alcohol splashing into the gutter, forming a flowing stream to the nearest sewer.

“Here’s the Mayor,” said one of the photographers, as a familiar dark sedan stopped at the curb.

Mayor Jimmy Walker, thin, handsome, wearing an elegant blue pinstripe suit, grey spats, grey fedora, the brim down on one side, stepped onto the sidewalk.

“Hiya, Jimmy,” said one of the photographers. The others chimed in the greeting.

“Hello, boys,” Gentleman Jim said, smiling.

“Like an axe, Mr. Mayor?” said Supervisor Kinney, extending his axe toward the Mayor.

“You fellows can do a better job at that than I can,” deferred the Mayor.

“C’mon, Jimmy. It’ll make a great couple of pictures,” said one of the photographers.

“Okay, guys, for posterity,” said the Mayor, taking the axe from Kinney. He went over to a keg, the head of which was already split, and raised the axe in menacing fashion, looking toward the cameras. “How’s this?”

“Great.” The cameras began clicking as the newsreel camera was cranked to record the Mayor making mighty swipes with the axe toward the barrel.

“Keep ’em rolling boys,” Kinney called to his men, smiling occasionally toward the cameras.

“Keep up the good work, men,” the Mayor said, wiping his hands on a towel handed to him by an aide who had been leaning against the Mayor’s car. “I’m off to the salt mines,” he announced to the press.

“Any words of wisdom for our readers?” said a reporter, standing near the Mayor.

“The law’s the law, and this warehouse, and every warehouse like it in the city, is going to suffer the same fate. We’re mounting a new crackdown on illegal alcohol, and all the people who involve themselves in these nefarious acts are going to answer to the full extent of the law. How’s that?”

“Anybody arrested with all this stuff, Mayor?”

“Any arrests, Supervisor?”

“They ran out the back door, like sneaking curs as we drove up, Mr. Mayor,” said Kinney.

“You heard the man, boys. But we’ll catch up with these cowards, and when we do, it’s jail time, and plenty of it.”

“Great, Mr. Mayor.”

Gentleman Jim returned to his car, and the sedan sped off toward City Hall.

“I didn’t know Jimmy got up so early in the morning,” said one of the reporters.

“He’s probably just coming in from the night before,” said a wag amongst them. They all laughed.

Across the street, in a large shanty at the street end of one of the wharfs, Marco Giordano stood next to Vic Caiafa. They were both gazing out a window toward where the Agents were destroying the barrel-heads and bottles. Behind them, a crew of seven weary men sat on benches or on the floor, propped against the walls. They had worked all night, loading and carting cases of scotch, rum, wine, kegs of beer onto a truck or the Seabright dory, hauling them upstream two blocks to a new warehouse. They left behind some beer and a few cases of cheap booze so the Agents would have something to break.

“That’s it, boys,” Caiafa softly urged the Agents in Sicilian, continuing to glance through the window, “just hit the heads of the kegs, so we can use them again.”

“We got to go back there and load all those kegs they’re breaking?” said one of the men seated on a bench.

“Yes,” said Caiafa, turning, looking at the man sternly. “You got a problem with that?”

The man shrugged.

“What a circus,” said Giordano.

“Yeah, and we’re the clowns,” said one of the men sitting on the floor.

“What the hell are you complaining about?” said Caiafa, “you’re getting paid good, to be in this circus, no?”

“Only saying,” the man said sheepishly.


Ocean Parkway : August 9, 1996 : 2.15 P.M.

Inspired by the wide, tree lined boulevards of Paris and Western Europe, the same men who created Central Park in Manhattan, designed Ocean Parkway as a verdant corridor from Brooklyn’s Prospect Park to Coney Island. Now gathered at the Parkway’s southern terminus, pulsing with a life reminiscent of Eastern Europe, stands the Russian conclave of Brighton Beach.

Lou Castoro sat in the driver’s seat of the garish, red undercover TransAm which was parked, facing south, in the service lane of Ocean Parkway. Bill Santiago was in the passenger seat. Castoro had been rotated home from babysitting Red Hardie to work a couple of days with Santiago and the rest of the squad as they continued the investigation of the Russian drug route. “The boss really has the hots for this Russian connection,” said Santiago.

“He must be going fucking crazy,” said Castoro. “First he puts me on a boring bullshit job in the middle of nowhere, baby-sitting Red Hardie, then, all of a sudden, he pulls me off that duty a couple of days ago for this urgent job to make the Russian connection. We’re on a merry-go-round, me, Marty, and Pete.”

“Pete doesn’t give a shit,” said Santiago. “He’s a fucking company man through and through.”

“Bird Dog One, this is Mother Hen. Do you read me?” said Supervisor Becker’s voice over the two-way radio.

“That’s us, ‘Bird Dog One’, right?” said Santiago.

“What fucking cops and robbers bullshit,” said Castoro. “Yeah, that’s us.” He pulled a two-way radio from under his seat. “Bird Dog One reads.”

“Any sign of your contact yet?”

“Negative.”

“Should be any minute now. Keep your eyes peeled, but keep radio chatter to a minimum”

“Roger, Mother Hen.” Castoro released the transmission button. “Stay the fuck off the radio, then, if you want to keep radio chatter to a minimum, you dumb fucker,” he said to the inert radio.

Santiago laughed. “Who are we supposed to keep our eyes peeled for anyway?”

“Some Russian named Uri. But he could send almost anyone else. I’m not really sure who the hell we should be looking for.”

The day was bright and sunny, hot, still, with no trace of a breeze. Although they were under the shade of one of the tall trees that lined the pedestrian mall that separated the main roadway of the Parkway from the service road, humidity was everywhere, making the interior of the vehicle feel like a sauna. Finally, Castoro fired the engine, closed the front windows—except for an inch at the top on each side—and cranked up the air conditioner. Now in cooler comfort, the two agents searched the street ahead and, through their side-view mirrors, behind them, for their drug contact and for any sign of Supervisor Becker. They knew Becker’d bitch about the waste of government fuel to run the motor and air conditioner while they were parked.

“How are we supposed to know what we’re looking for; it could be anybody,” said Santiago.

“They’re supposed to find us. The boss said they’d know we’re in this red pimp-mobile.”

The eyes of both Agents continually scanned the broad avenue, the wide pedestrian malls with sitting benches on each side of the six center lanes of traffic, and the outside service roads. Further south of their vehicle, on the pedestrian mall, kids were playing tag under the trees and around the park benches. On some of the benches, old Jewish men sat talking, gesturing, laughing. The inhabitants of the immediate area were mostly orthodox Jews. But the Russians were making serious northward incursions from Brighton Beach to the south.

“Nothing much happening,” Castoro said idly.

“Should we tell that to Becker?” said Santiago, smiling.

“Are you crazy? He’ll talk for twenty minutes, telling us to stay off the radio.”

Santiago laughed.

A dark-haired, young woman was now pushing a baby carriage along the sidewalk past the benches. The compartment of the baby carriage was covered with a white, gauze fly netting. When the carriage was abreast of the vehicle, the woman stopped, bending to adjust the fly netting over the baby.

“Uri is a friend of mine,” the woman murmured from the side of her mouth as she adjusted the netting.

The Agents sat upright, looking at each other with surprise. “Uri is a friend of mine, too,” said Santiago, pushing the button to lower his window.

The woman took a baby’s milk bottle from the interior of the carriage as she finished adjusting the fly netting. Without another word, she moved back behind the handle of the carriage and began to push it forward again. As the carriage moved away, the baby bottle fell from the woman’s hand to the sidewalk. Apparently not noticing that she had dropped the bottle, the woman continued walking.

Santiago stared at the milk bottle on the ground. “You think?”

“Open the door and see,” said Castoro.

Santiago unlatched his door and pushed. As the door opened, it passed over the spot where the baby bottle lay. He picked up the bottle and shut his door again. Inside the bottle, as he held it up, was something white. But it wasn’t milk, or liquid. It was a white powder.

Castoro bent forward to fish the radio out from under his seat. Staying bent out of sight, he said: “This is Bird Dog One. The lady with the baby carriage just made the drop. Repeat, the lady with the baby carriage made the drop. Do you see her?”

“We’ve got her,” said Becker tersely. “Bird Dog Two, stay on the baby carriage. One, maintain your position. No radio traffic.”

Castoro slid the radio out of sight and sat up. He took the baby bottle from Santiago, holding it up to the light, shaking it from side to side. The powder shifted one side to the other. “Imagine that! A woman with a baby, dirty shit in a baby bottle. What’s the world coming to?”

In his side-view mirror, Santiago was watching the woman moving away from their car. “Nice touch,” he said, his eyes not leaving the mirror. “Wholesome, family values, no?”

“Pretty nice, cover that is. You figure she’s got a kid in the carriage with her?”

“What am I, Superman, with x-ray vision?” said Santiago.

“I didn’t hear any baby.”

“Maybe it was asleep. Or maybe it wasn’t there. What’s the difference?” said Santiago.

“Some people have no fucking conscience,” said Castoro. “Isn’t anything sacred?”

“You’re breaking my heart.”

A champagne-colored Lexus was being driven past where the red TransAm was parked, Russian music blasting out of its moon roof. A dark haired young woman, smoking a long, thin cigarette was behind the wheel of the Lexus. She stopped her car directly next to the TransAm, lowering her window.

“Excuse me,” she said, gesturing forward as she spoke, as if she were asking directions. “Someone you want to see is standing on the next corner. You should ask him directions.”

Santiago made a motion toward Brighton Beach Avenue. “What’s he wearing?”

“A black tee-shirt. Thank you,” she said the last loudly as she drove the Lexus away quickly.

Castoro bent down to talk into the radio again. “Bird Dog One to Mother Hen. The Lexus, with a dark haired woman driving, just told us where our next pigeon is roosting.”

“Bird Dog Two, you got her?” said Supervisor Becker.

“Affirmative,” said another voice.

“Man in a black tee-shirt should be on the next corner,” said Castoro. “We’re proceeding there now, out.”

Castoro slipped the TransAm in gear and moved the vehicle in the direction of the next corner. Santiago was scanning every person they passed as they drove slowly forward.

“There’s a guy in a black tee-shirt standing at the corner,” Santiago said to Castoro.

“I’ve got him,” said Castoro.

At the corner, smoking a cigarette, was Sascha Ulanov in a pair of jeans and a black tee-shirt. As the TransAm approached, Sascha made eye-contact with the driver.

“Looks like our boy,” said Santiago.

“Appears that way,” said Castoro, driving slowly. A car behind the TransAm sounded an impatient horn. The light at the corner turned red. Castoro brought the car to a stop at the corner, lowering his window.

“Excuse me,” he said to Ulanov. “Which way is Brighton Beach Avenue?”

“You’re going in the right direction,” said Ulanov, moving toward the TransAm. He gestured straight ahead. “You got something for me,” he said into the car.

“Right here,” said Santiago, handing an envelope containing ten thousand dollars in marked bills to Castoro.

“Keep it low,” said Ulanov

Castoro raised the envelope only to the bottom of the window opening.

Still bent forward, but looking and gesturing toward the elevated trains over Brighton Beach Avenue ahead, with one motion, Ulanov snared the envelope and stuffed it into the neck of his tee-shirt. He stood. The traffic light turned green. The car behind the TransAm sounded its horn angrily several times.

“Get the fuck out of here!” Santiago said urgently. “Get the fuck out of here!”

Castoro glanced at Santiago, quickly stepping heavily on the gas at the same time. The wheels of the TransAm chirped the car forward. Santiago ducked down in his seat as they crossed Avenue Z. “What’s up? What happened?”

Santiago leaned over and took the radio from beneath Castoro’s seat. “Mother Hen, Bird Dog One. Come in” he said excitedly. Castoro was half watching the road, half watching Santiago.

“Mother Hen.”

“Our friend Tony Balls is walking toward the pigeon in the black tee-shirt.”

“You serious?”

Castoro looked in his rear-view mirror. He saw the tall, broad figure of Tony Balls nearing the corner of Avenue Z and Ocean Parkway. “I’ll be damned.”

“God is good,” said Becker. “Good work, Bird Dog One. Continue moving away from the subject.”

“Roger.”

As he drove away, Castoro saw Tony Balls’ reflection in the rear-view mirror stop near the man in the black tee-shirt, appearing to be asking directions.


Carlisle Barracks, PA : August 11, 1996 : Noon

Mulvehill sat at a small table in the Rec room in the barracks, reading a magazine devoted to guns, ammunition, and shooting. Geraghty sat with Hardie on the couch, watching a videotape of The Godfather, Part I. Geraghty had his feet up on the magazine-strewn coffee table; Castoro was on assignment today in Manhattan. Santiago was in the bathroom, brushing his teeth.

“I never get tired of watching this tape,” said Geraghty, stretching his arms above his head.

“I don’t know how you can watch that bullshit,” said Mulvehill, standing, walking to a small refrigerator. “It glamorizes the Goombas, which sends the wrong message to the public. Makes them, the Goombas, seem like they really have things together, like they know what they’re doing, when we know that they’re really a bunch of assholes with a phony set of rules and regulations—which none of them pay any attention to nowadays, anyway.”

“It’s only entertainment,” said Hardie, “like that Star Trek show you like. It’s not real.”

Mulvehill glanced at Hardie. “Who the fuck asked you to join into this conversation?”

Hardie shrugged. “Just a friendly remark.”

“I think the guy has a valid point,” said Geraghty.

“Pound some salt up your ass.” Mulvehill said. He looked at his watch. “It’s noon,” he announced loudly. “Time for a beer.” He stood and walked to the refrigerator. “Want one?” he said to Geraghty.

“One thing we always know around here is noon time,” Santiago called from the bathroom.

“You want one or not?” said Mulvehill.

Geraghty shrugged. “I don’t want you to drink alone.” He rose and took a bottle of beer from Mulvehill. “Want one?” he said to Hardie. Red shook his head. “Want a beer?” he called to Santiago.

“Too early for me, noon or not.”

“You’re going to brush your teeth down to nothing,” Mulvehill called out to Santiago.

“Cheaper than the dentist.”

“Last night I was freezing my ass off again,” said Mulvehill. “And while I’m tossing and turning, and I began thinking of Lou Castoro—which you got to admit is a pretty miserable thought to have—I was thinking about that son of a bitch at home last night, warm and toasty in a civilian house, and here we are, freezing our asses off on an army base, because the foreman asshole won’t turn the heat on.”

“Coming from you, that’s subversive, anti-government sentiment,” said Geraghty.

“I may be a company man on some things,” said Mulvehill, “but it’s our asses that are freezing here. I called the Boss at home early this morning, while you guys were still asleep. I told him I thought it was time—”

“For the electric blankets?” called Santiago.

“What’d he say?” said Geraghty.

“He said, okay.” Geraghty and Santiago cheered. “First, he said, send Marty over to the Base Superintendent’s Office one more time to find out if they’re planning to put some heat in this joint.”

“It’s a waste of fucking time. They’re not about to turn the heat on,” said Geraghty.

“If they’re not going to turn it on today, then, okay, we’ll go this afternoon and buy some blankets—as long as you didn’t change your mind about paying,” he said to Hardie.

“Didn’t change my mind,” said Red.

“You really want me to go and check with the Base Superintendent about the heat?” said Geraghty. “You know he’s not going to turn it on by tonight.”

“The Boss said you should go, so yeah, we’ve got to do it by the numbers. If nothing has changed—and I doubt it has—we’ll go this afternoon. Enough of this stiff upper-lip shit. Take Santiago with you to the Office, so he gets to know the lay of the land.”

“You’ll be here alone with—”

“He’s not running anywhere,” Mulvehill said with a thin smile. “You’re not running anywhere, are you?”

“You never know,” smiled Hardie.

As soon as Mulvehill finished his statement about buying the blankets, and directing both Geraghty and Santiago to go to the Base Superintendent’s office, Red’s mind began to race. Why would he send both Geraghty and Santiago away? he thought to himself, leaving me alone with him? He wouldn’t have done this on his own. Supervisor Becker must have instructed him on this. Jesus! This doesn’t sound right.

“Bullshit. You’re not running anywhere,” said Mulvehill. “Even you aren’t that dumb.”

“You sure?” said Geraghty.

“Sure, I’m sure he’s not dumb enough to try to escape.”

“No, about us going?”

“Yeah, sure. Piece of cake,” said Mulvehill. “Stop at the ‘PX’, grab some beer.”

Geraghty rose from the couch, stretched, took a long pull on the neck of his beer, then took his leather windbreaker from a hook near the door. “C’mon,” he called to Santiago.

“I’ll be right there,” Santiago called back.

“I’ll wait in the car.”

“Pick up some cigars, too,” Mulvehill added.

“Can you pick up a bunch of candy, O’Henrys, Almond Joy, and those Jolly Rancher things?” Hardie asked. “Here’s some dough.” He handed twenty dollars to Geraghty. “Buy the chief a couple of good cigars instead of those cheap ropes he smokes.” He handed Geraghty another ten.

“Get the really good cigars they’ve got there,” Mulvehill said. “Te Amos.”

“See you in a little.” Santiago said, grabbing his jacket and going out to the car.

Mulvehill sat on the couch, watching the twelve o’clock news on TV. “You know,” he said, taking the cellophane from a cigar. “I did a lot of thinking when I was freezing my ass off last night—” Hardie watched as Mulvehill lit his cigar, the flame leaping from the match with each draw of his breath. Mulvehill took the cigar out of his mouth to inspect the lit end. “Yeah, I figured, why fight nature? That’s why I said to the Boss, what the hell would be so wrong with us having a couple of them electric blankets—especially, if Hardie is paying for them?” Mulvehill laughed.

Red said nothing. He was just listening, his eyes never leaving Mulvehill.

“Your offer still stands, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Hey! You know what’d be a great idea. Let’s you and me go to the mall now. We’ll get the blankets and surprise the boys when they get back,” said Mulvehill. “That Base Super is never turning the heat on by tonight.”

“Just you and me?”

“Yeah, why not? We can go and come back. They’ll be surprised as hell when they get back. The mall’s only what—fifteen, twenty minutes away?

“You and me, alone in the woods?” Hardie said.

“I don’t think you’re going to jump me, are you?” He looked at Hardie with a confident air. “Besides, escaping won’t exactly be an escape. You’ll be as vulnerable to the drug scumbags who are looking for you as a turtle without a shell.”

“The only people looking for me are ones that you all encouraged by putting me in this God-forsaken place that you’ve got me in.”

“There was a contract on you. You heard what the A.U.S.A. told the Judge in court.”

“That was all a load of horse manure,” said Hardie. ‘Just an excuse for putting me in solitary to make me look like I’m a snitch.”

“Yeah, like the Government has been wasting all this time and effort protecting you because it’s horseshit,” said Mulvehill.

“Maybe we ought to wait for Geraghty and Santiago, so they can pick out the blanket color they like,” said Hardie.

“You kidding? Come on,” Mulvehill said abruptly. He stood and looked at Hardie.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea to go right now.”

“It was your idea. And now it’s become my idea. On your feet!” Mulvehill said forcefully. He stood facing Hardie, his legs spread, a determined look on his face.

Hardie looked around, thinking he might need a defensive weapon. Maybe, he thought, he could pick up a branch for a walking stick. Maybe there’d be something in the car.

The road leading away from the barracks was long and straight, cut through a forest of dense trees that stretched for acres on each side of the road. Once through the fenced perimeter of the Base, the road and the canopy of climax trees continued unabated. Hardie was in the front passenger seat of the Government vehicle. His hands were handcuffed together. He had checked the backseat quickly as he entered the car. There was nothing there he might be able to use to defend himself. He gazed out the side window as they drove through the forest.

“Sorry about the cuffs,” said Mulvehill, “Regulations. Supposed to be behind your back. But, that’d be too uncomfortable a position for you to sit.”

“No problem,” said Hardie. “Am I going to keep these things on when we’re in the mall?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m not going to be parading you in front of all those innocent citizens at the mall in handcuffs—although I should. You’ve got to be able to get your hands in your pockets to pay for the blankets, right?” Mulvehill laughed.

“If I’m going to walk through the mall without any handcuffs, why the hell do I have to wear them in the car?” Red definitely did not like what was happening. Not at all. If regulations meant anything, Mulvehill shouldn’t have taken him without at least one other Agent with him. Worse still, he thought, Mulvehill was too much a regulations guy to be taking him on this trip alone, unless he had received specific instructions from Becker to do so. Which meant that this whole thing was being orchestrated from New York.

“I can give you the answer in one word—rules is rules.”

“Regulations also require at least two of you to accompany me if I’m outside the barracks, right?” said Red.

Mulvehill neither answered, nor turned his head. He concentrated on the road. The car proceeded around a bend, descending downhill through the forest. Mulvehill’s window was open. A damp, forest smell filled the car.

“I’ve got to take a piss,” said Mulvehill as the car approached a large rock formation, almost twenty feet high, on the right side of the road. He slowed the car onto the shoulder of the road, stopping a few feet from the rock face. “You got to go?” he asked Hardie as he opened the driver’s door. The motor was still running.

“No, I’m okay,” Red said apprehensively.

Mulvehill walked toward the large rock formation, stepping behind it to be hidden from the road. “What’s the matter, you don’t want the trees to see you?” Hardie called out. Mulvehill didn’t answer.

From the side of his eyes, Red saw something moving in the shadows across the road. Staring into the forest, Red discerned two shadows, two men, moving now into the open from behind large trees. They were both carrying rifles. Deeper yet in the wooded area, Red saw an off the road vehicle. The two riflemen moved forward toward the road, toward him. He glanced toward the rock. Mulvehill was not in sight.

“Mulvehill,” Red shouted. There was no answer. He glanced back at the men with the rifles. They were still advancing. Red ducked down in his seat, reaching forward with his manacled hands to push open the door handle. A shot rang out, a bullet splintered the front windshield as Red rolled out through the open door and fell to the ground. He struggled to his feet. Another shot exploded behind him, and a large chunk of a tree above his head burst away. He bounded upward and forward into the forest, running in a zig-zag fashion, behind trees, deeper into the forest.

He heard shouting in a foreign tongue. And more shots. Although Red ran as fast as he could, it seemed as if he were running in slow motion, excruciatingly slow motion. The foreign language echoed in the void of the forest. What language was that? he wondered, thinking of what Money had told him about Awgust and some people in the Flash Inn. “Who gives a shit what language it is. Run!” he screamed aloud to himself as he bounded between trees.

Further back in the woods, Sascha Ulanov aimed along the barrel of his rifle at the fleeing figure in the woods. He fired again. Behind, and to Ulanov’s left, Uri Mojolevsky, fired another shot. Sascha took careful aim into the woods, cursed in Russian, and fired. Uri fired again as well. Sascha stared into the fastness, growling something in Russian to Uri. They both saw that the fleeing Red Hardie continued moving away from them. Sascha said something as he ran after Red. Uri turned and ran back toward where the vehicle was parked. He began shouting and waving his arms over his head.

The motor roared to life, the vehicle turning and driving toward Uri. He jumped into the passenger seat of a dark green Jeep Cherokee that bounded out of the woods, across the road, and back into the forest in the direction that Red had run. Uri leaned out the window and fired again.

Mulvehill stepped out from behind the rock where he had been crouched. He walked toward the middle of the road, took the 9 mm pistol from the holster on his hip, and aimed at the Government vehicle. He fired several shots into the body of the car, one through the window. From the woods, he could hear shots and shouting, and the straining sounds of an engine echoing through the trees.

Mulvehill took out a radio and flipped on the power. “May Day, May Day,” he shouted excitedly into the mouthpiece. “Being attacked. May Day! On the road to the Base. May Day. Do you read me?” he screamed. “Come in, for Christ’s sake. Do you read me?” Mulvehill jogged to the far side of his car and dove to the ground, crawling around in the dirt on his hands and knees to dirty his clothes.

In the woods, the ground suddenly dropped away steeply before Red Hardie. He struggled in the densely overgrown bushes and between tightly growing trees, descending into some kind of valley. As his hands were still in manacles, Red was not fully balanced as he ran. He aimed himself into the trunks of trees, bouncing his shoulders into the trunks to keep from falling as he dropped deeper into the overgrowth. He could hear the growl of a vehicle chasing him. The voices spewing the foreign language were angry, shouting harshly. Red had an excruciating ache in his left side. He could hardly move forward. There was a crashing sound of the vehicle descending into the valley behind him, speeding through and breaking branches as it plunged. Red leaped forward with terror.

Mulvehill stood up and looked at his clothes. Not dirty enough, he thought. He lay down on the ground again and wriggled on his belly in the dirt. “Does anyone read me. This is Special Agent Mulvehill, D.E.A. I’ve been attacked on the road between the Base and town, South Road. We’re being shot at. May Day, May Day.”

“Where are you, over,” said a voice on the radio.

“Oh Jesus. I’m on the road from the Base to town; we were going to town. South Road. Near a huge boulder on the east side of the road. Need help. Hurry. Shots, assassins.”

“Roger. We read you. We’re on our way.”

Mulvehill studied himself in the rear view mirror of the car. He reached down and picked up a rock, flat, about the side of a baseball. He swung his arm and hit himself in the forehead with it. “Jesus Christ!” he exclaimed aloud, “take it easy. Don’t break your own fucking head.” He scooped up some dirt and rubbed it over the lump he had just inflicted on his forehead. He could feel some blood trickling down.

Hardie was at the end of his energy. In addition to the gnawing ache in his side, he could hardly breathe. Ahead, he saw that a huge tree had fallen in the midst of the forest. The ball of its roots had pulled a great mass of earth out of the ground, leaving a deep excavation under the root ball. It extended into dark shadows. The thrashing noise behind him sounded closer, more threatening. He jumped down into the hole under the fallen tree, crawling in as far as he could under the root ball. The crashing and cursing of someone thrashing through the woods came closer. Hardie forced himself to stop panting and gasping for breath.

Two men, shouting in a language Red did not recognize, were quite near now. Hardie was perspiring profusely. The earth was dank, moist smelling. He thought that soon he would be part of that earth. If this guy above found him in the hole, he would be shot and left to rot, right where he was, to be eaten by worms and maggots, to spend eternity in the belly of little insects in a hole in the middle of a forest. He wedged himself further under the root ball.

Two separate foreign-sounding voices were nearby now. There seemed to be a third voice, and the sound of an engine idling. One of the voices was very close to Red’s hiding place. There was a discussion of some sort going on. Hardie was sure they were talking about him, that they had seen some part of his body, his clothing. In his mind he pictured two men with rifles, stealthily approaching the hole in the ground where he hid. He held his breath. A bug, insect, something crawling, began to move across the back of his neck. Hardie began to grimace silently, almost screaming from disgust and fright. He dared not move, even to wipe the crawling something away. The voices came nearer, right above, he imagined. What the hell had Mulvehill been doing, he wondered at that moment, holding his pecker behind a rock while was being shot at. That chicken-shit bastard, bullshit artist, faggot, phony, scumbag, treacherous, murderous bastard …

Mulvehill could hear new sounds of motors and vehicles coming along the road from the Base. He looked himself over once more, to be sure he looked sufficiently distressed, torn, and anxious.

Mulvehill, Red Hardie thought with anger, as he waited for shots to tear through his body, must be part of a goddam setup to kill me. Becker, too! Those two bastards are in league with whoever these bastards with the rifles are. This whole scenario has been orchestrated. Sending the other agents to the PX, they did that so Mulvehill would be alone with me! His stopping at that big rock. This was all worked out in advance! Assassins lying in wait to kill me! That treacherous, low-life, traitor, piece of shit, mother fucker, that fucking mother fucking fuck. Red started to panic silently, raging internally. They had sold him out to—to whom? Red’s mind suddenly stopped on a snag. What did these foreigners have to do with any of this? Red again thought of the foreign-speaking people Money told him had been in the Flash Inn, the ones Nichols had said were Italian. But Matthew, the waiter, said were not. Red knew the people above him were not speaking Italian.

Son of a bitch, tore through Red’s mind as he thought of Awgust Nichols. That little son of a bitch! Money had been right all these years. That sneaky son of a bitch—in league with the Government and some foreign-speaking people—was behind this. He had arranged for Red to be assassinated, throwing the blame away from himself and The Brotherhood that he was planning to take over. How did the Government figure into this? Red wondered. That clever little fuck Awgust had somehow arranged for the Government to help him with this plot.

Clever son of a bitch to do all that, Red thought.

The voices above stopped. Here they come, Red said to himself. He envisioned one of the men jumping down into the hole, pointing a rifle at him, and firing point blank. Jesus Christ, Red began to pray, I know I haven’t been good, I know I haven’t been to see you in a long, long while, but I’m sorry, Lord, for everything I’ve done. Forgive me, Jesus Christ, forgive me, forgive me, forgive me. I’m sorry. So very, very, very sorry. Please have mercy on me, Lord. Please, please, please, please …

Red continued to hold his breath, even his thoughts, as he heard voices above him again. They seemed to sound a bit further away. He listened more intently. The thrashing through the woods was diminishing.

Red held his breath, straining to hear the sounds above. The sound of the car and the motor was also fading.

Yes, Lord. Thank you, Lord, Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Hardie reached both hands to his neck and rubbed away the crawling, ugly thing, whatever it was. He shuddered. He wanted to leap from the hole instantly. But he remained there a long time, until the forest was silent, until there were chirps, and tweaks, and noises of birds, squirrels, animals. A silent, natural, climax forest, alone, in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the State of Pennsylvania, in the middle of the United States, in the middle of the world. Hardie imagined a movie camera, focusing on the spot in the forest where he lay in the hole, then watched the camera pulling back, pulling back, pulling back, until the spot disappeared, as the forest became only part of the landscape on the screen, until it was just a large tract of forest. The camera pulled back further, viewing the forest as only a part of the surrounding earth, pulling back further, streams, rivers came into view as the camera pulled back into a satellite view. Hardie didn’t exist any longer, in his own mind he had disappeared forever into nothingness.

Mulvehill stood in the middle of the roadway, waving to the approaching vehicles. Men with rifles jumped out of the cars and military vehicles. Marty Geraghty and Bill Santiago were at his side.

“Foreigners, people speaking a foreign language, Russians, I think, with rifles, and a jeep. They ambushed us. Hardie ran. Must have been an escape plan. Sons of bitches went off that way.” He pointed into the forest where the Jeep had broken though the forest and disappeared. He pointed to tire tracks leading off the road and into the trees. The rescue squad mounted up into the cars and trucks, and turned off the road and into the forest. Mulvehill entered a car with Santiago and Geraghty.

Hardie was still in the hole. He was going to wait there until dark, no matter how many creepy crawly things slithered on him. There was no way he was going back to let that Mulvehill son of a bitch kill him.


Belt Parkway, Brooklyn : August 12, 1996, 1:15 P.M.

“License and registration,” said Lou Castoro standing next to the pearlized white Cadillac Seville he had just pulled over. A rotating red light, magnetically attached to the roof of Castoro’s unmarked government vehicle was flashing. The Belt Parkway skirted Brooklyn’s western shoreline, on the edge of the Narrows. Across the water was Staten Island.

“Whadda youse guys want?” Tony Balls rasped as he glared from behind the steering wheel of his Cadillac. Another member of the Task Force squad stood on the other side of the car.

“License and registration.” repeated Castoro, his mood not much better than Tony Balls’. He had been on a two day break from babysitting Hardie in the woods of Pennsylvania, but Supervisor Becker, discontent to see anyone on the squad with leisure time, called and instructed him to come into the office for a special assignment; he then assigned him to pick up Tony Balls and bring him to headquarters.

The other Task Force agent, an N.Y.P.D. detective on loan to the Task Force, stood next to the front fender on the passenger side of the Cadillac, watching Tony Balls through the windshield. It was a bright, sunny day. Ships in the Narrows pulled against their anchor chains in the outgoing tide.

“What happened, they busted youse down to traffic cops, that you gotta break my balls about a license today?”

“License and registration,” Castoro repeated.

“You fucks know I don’t have no license, so what the fuck you breaking my balls about?” Tony’s legendary boldness was beginning to stir. Even though the world was different, he was not about to turn his head or lower his eyes when the spiru came around, asking him questions. Fuck them! If I do something, they gotta do whatever they gotta do, otherwise, leave me the fuck alone, had always been, and still was, his attitude.

It was just this brazenness, this refusal to assume his proper role in the good guy/bad guy melodrama which made Federal and State Officials throw every indictment they could think of at Tony Balls seven years ago. If it weren’t for Sandro Luca, who somehow was able to roll all the charges into one seven year term—with time off for good behavior—he probably would have been given a lot more time on the wrong side of the bars, or been in the midst of the mirthless, ambitious prosecutor’s recent anti-organized crime campaign, looking ahead to longer time.

“Step out of the car, please,” said Castoro.

Tony Balls slammed his hand against the interior door handle, shoving the door open violently. When he stood, his bulk was three inches taller than Castoro. He filled his large chest with a massive intake of anger. “What the fuck d’you want?” he exploded.

Cars began to slow. Rubber neckers took in what looked like a fight on the shoulder of the highway.

“We don’t need trouble, Tony,” said the other Agent from behind Tony Balls, opening his jacket.

“Who the fuck is this guy?” Tony Balls spat.

“We don’t need any trouble, Tony,” Castoro said calmly.

“You shoulda thought about that before you stopped me. What the fuck do youse want from me?”

“Our Boss wants you to come to the office. Let’s just go and get it over with. Get in our car. I’ll drive yours.”

“What fuckin’ for? This I wanna hear. For fuckin’ what, I gotta go with you?” snarled Tony Balls.

“For driving without a license, for starters,” said the other Agent. “Step into our car.”

“You see this fuckin’ car,” Tony Balls snarled, twirling to face the other Agent across the hood of the car. “While I was away, my wife, my daughter, putana madon,” Tony Balls twirled back toward Castoro, “my family collected milk bottles, soda cans, saved money, so when I came out, when I came out of that mother-fucking rat-trap you guys put me in, I would have this beautiful car, specially painted and everything, as a surprise homecoming present. And you tell me I should step in your piece-of-shit car, and you’re gonna drive my car?” Tony Balls raised his hand to his mouth, biting his clenched fist to release his mounting anger. “I wanna see you get into this car, you cocksuckers. Go ahead. I ain’t got nothin’ on me,” he said, raising both his arms parallel to the ground so they could see his body. “There’s nothin’ in the car. Youse both got your guns. You try and get in this car, you’re going to have to fucking kill me first. You hear me?” he shouted, red faced, for all Brooklyn to hear. “Try and get in my beautiful fuckin’ car, and you’re going to have to kill me! Now tell me!” he said softly now, studying the two Agents’s eyes. “Is it worth it? Hanh? Is it? Get in if you got the balls. You know I ain’t fuckin’ kidding, right? You know it, right?”

“Tony, for Christ sake. You’ve never had any fucking brains,” said Castoro. “They just want to talk to you about something. I have no idea why they would want to do that, or what they want to talk about. But that’s what they want. Me, I was home, sitting on my ass. You think I want to do this? Let’s just get it over with and we’ll all go about our business. This macho shit isn’t necessary.”

“And neither is driving my car. You want me to go to your office? No fuckin’ problem. You want me to come with you, you free-holes? Fine, no fuckin’ problem. But you get in your car. I’ll get in mine. I’ll follow you wherever you want. Where the fuck do you think I’m going to go? I’m going to escape someplace? I’m going to run away from you two free-holes?”

Castoro pursed his lips, considering. He glanced at the other Agent. Some of the rubber neckers had stopped at the side of the road.

Castoro nodded reluctantly. “Get in your car,” he said with subdued anger. “I’ll go with you.”

“You kidding me? You want I should be seen driving in my car with a cop? Get in your own stinking car.”

Castoro fumed silently. “Follow us. But make one little move, make one little move, and I’ll personally shoot you and that bullshit junk box car of yours so full of holes, you’ll both look like cheese graters.”

“Don’t be calling my car a bullshit car,” Tony rasped, his anger now more contained. “Call me anything you want. Just don’t call this car, a bullshit car. I told you, it was a gift from my wife and kid. They saved for years to give it to me. Who the fuck would save anything for you two free-holes?”

“Get in the car and follow us,” said Castoro.

“No,” said the other Agent. “You know what would be better, Tony, you fresh mouth fuck. You know what would be better? You make that move. Please. Make my day.”

“Hey, fuckin’ Clint Eastwood, give me a break, okay?” Tony Balls turned and sat behind the steering wheel of his car, shutting the door gently. “Spiru. Putana Madonna. Bitze fidend, sfacime spiru.” He bit his hand again.

The Agents led Tony Balls through the Battery Tunnel back to the Federal Office Building at 26 Federal Plaza, just across the street from the Federal Courthouse on Foley Square. Before entering the building, however, the Agents had to wait while Tony Balls parked his car in the parking lot beneath a residential building next to the new Federal Courthouse on Pearl Street. They had already radioed Supervisor Becker that they were bringing Tony Balls in.

“I hope you guys realize what you just cost me, making me park my car with Jesse James,” Tony Balls said lightly as he now sat in the back seat of the Government vehicle as the Agents drove toward the official parking area beneath the Federal office building. “The fucking thieves at the payout counter ought to wear a mask and carry a six gun, they charge so much to park. Now there’s something you guys ought to investigate, the amount of money the parking lots charge.” The Agents chuckled. “I’m serious. Think about it. They rip people off, over and above human rates, every day, in every parking lot in New York City. The take is more dough than the skim in Las Vegas. You see the sign outside that joint. Big letters. Six dollars, fifty-nine cents. And, in teeny, tiny letters underneath, it says, ‘first half hour’. You can’t walk up the ramp in less than a half hour. Then they bang you out for about twenty bucks for the full hour. It’s a conspiracy, too. All them parking lots charge the same thing, the same way. Why don’t you investigate a real scam, instead of bothering regular people.”

“What’s a twenty to a guy with your dough, Tony? All you have to do is dig up a coffee can,” said Castoro as he maneuvered the government vehicle into a parking space.

“I wish. I’m on unemployment, looking for work.”

Tony Balls wasn’t kidding. Supervisor Becker, of course, was sure that Tony Balls’ collection of unemployment insurance was merely another scheme. But it wasn’t the D.E.A.’s job, so he let it slide. The fact was, however, that in addition to being both unemployed and unemployable, Tony Balls was broke. Despite the flashy front, his years in prison had used up every dime he had, every resource he was able to reach. And, with everybody being in the Can, on the lam, or dead, there were no ‘friends’ in the street to have a good crap game or even hit up for a loan. The unemployment money and the cash from Moscarella’s—he didn’t even let himself think about the few bucks he made moving a few measly bags of cocaine—was all that Tony Balls had for the moment, and that was chicken feed, which he kept in crisp tens in order to lend additional bulk to the meager bank roll in his pocket. While he was in jail, over Tony Balls’ mighty objections, his wife and daughter took jobs. His wife worked in a local boutique, selling ladies apparel. His daughter worked in a computer store in the mall under the World Trade Center.

Tony’s wife and daughter had talked, about two years before Tony Balls was to be released from prison, agreeing to pool a portion of their weekly paychecks for walking around money for Tony. But they decided an offer of money would have wounded Tony to the depths of his soul. So they bought him the Cadillac instead.

“I didn’t mean to get too rough with you guys back there,” Tony Balls said calmly, “it’s just, who the fuck needs this today, you know what I mean? I was just going to meet Flor for lunch.”

“Right, right,” said Castoro. “Today is Wednesday, isn’t it.”

Tony laughed. “You fucks! Got everything clocked, don’t you?”

“Part of the routine, Tony.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Actually, in a perverse way, the Agents’s attentions gave substance and significance to Tony Balls’ life. If the authorities were no longer interested in him, following him, surveilling him, who would he be? He’d be a nobody. Nothing. An out-of-work stiff with no danger or threat attached to him, a harmless sucker, a jerk-off. Their surveillance, in a very real way, gave bounce and dash to Tony Balls’ existence. “Who we going to see?” he asked.

“D.E.A. Supervisor Becker,” said Castoro.

“D.E.A.? What the fuck’s the D.E.A. got to do with me? And who the fuck is Becker—some free-hole with a rod up his ass?”

“You’ve met Becker before, I see.” said Castoro. The other Agent laughed.

“I never met nobody in my life. What’s he want?”

“We’re only government workers, Tony,” said Castoro. “They point, we fetch.”

“Hello, Tony,” said Supervisor Becker when the two Agents brought Tony Balls into his office.

“I know you, you callin’ me, Tony?” What Tony Balls saw was a man with a hawkish, bony nose and brush-cut reddish hair. A fucking boy scout, thought Tony Balls.

“I’m Supervisor Becker.”

“Hello, Supervisor Becker,” Tony Balls said with affected courtesy. “How’s it hanging?”

Becker frowned.

Tony enjoyed his own brashness, particularly as Becker was obviously straight laced and offended by it. He glanced at all the law enforcement caps on the wall of Becker’s office, D.E.A., Marshal’s Service, F.B.I., N.Y.P.D., A.T.F., various Sheriffs Departments, Corrections, and many others. “Tell me, how do you know which one of them hats to wear when you play in the office softball league?”

Becker pointed to a chair in front of his desk. “The reason I had my Agents bring you in, Tony, is I wanted to ask you some questions—”

“I would’a never guessed.”

“—about Sally Cantalupo and Sandro Luca.”

“Who the fuck are they?” rasped Tony Balls. He looked with affected confusion at the other Agents.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know Billy Legs’ son or your own lawyer?”

“Oh, you said Sandro Luca? I thought you said Chris Trapuca.”

“In addition to certain things regarding Sally Cantalupo, we’d like to know a little more about Mr. Luca, and his Senator friend, Galiber.”

“Never heard of him, neither.”

“Not that Luca has committed a crime—although that’s a possibility we’re looking into. We’re interested in some of his Colombian clients who launder money. In addition, we’re interested in Galiber in connection with the investigation in the Bronx.”

“I still ain’t never heard of any of them. An’ I sure don’t know no Colombians or Senators.”

“We’d like to know some things about Luca, his relationship with his Colombian clients, his relationship with Galiber, and this bill to legalize narcotics.”

“Here, I got Sandro Luca’s card in my wallet. Call him. He’s easy to talk to—if you free-holes can afford to talk to him. He costs a few hundred an hour.” Tony Balls laughed.

Becker was wearing a blue, button down collared shirt, and a rep tie with a tiny, tight knot pulled tight to his neck. “We have reason to believe,” Becker continued, “that Mr. Luca may have information concerning Mr. Galiber and the investigation that’s ongoing. We thought you might be able to add to our intelligence.”

“Adding to your intelligence? That’d be some fuckin’ feat.”

“Don’t be such a braveheart, Tony. It’s all over. You know that. Life has changed.”

“What life is that, Mr. Becker?”

“Pickings aren’t so easy any more. We know you know that, Tony. For example, we’ve made some observations. We know that you’ve been doing some things with funny stuff.”

Tony Balls’ eyes widened for no more than an instant as he looked at Becker, then said: “You’re fuckin’ crazy.”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about, Tony. That’s where Sally Cantalupo comes in, Billy Legs’ son. You’ve been doing some naughty things with him.”

“I ain’t never heard of them neither.”

“Even though trafficking in drugs is very serious, we’re willing to let some things slide, if you’re willing to tell us things that we want to know. We realize you’re only trying to make ends meet because times are a little hard.”

“Your story is breakin’ my heart. You need a couple of bucks, Mr. Becker?” Tony Balls reached into his pocket.

“I’m not here to be toyed with, Tony,” Becker said sternly.

“Don’t get bent out of shape, Mr. Becker,” Tony Balls smiled. “You take all this cops and robbers stuff too serious.”

“I am in a position to help you, Tony, make things easier for you,” continued Becker.

“Don’t start the routine with me, okay, Mr. Becker? Even if you think I done something, which I didn’t. I ain’t done nothin’ in seven years. The statute of limitations has run on any work I could have done. I’m clean, and I don’t need no help. I just need to be left alone.”

“You’re on parole and we know you’re violating your parole as well as the narcotics statutes,” said Becker.

“Bullshit. If I done something, arrest me. Otherwise, go fuck yourself.”

“We could help make life easier for you, Tony. If you were to be cooperative, certain accommodations could be made. Let me tell you something, Tony—”

“Yeah, Mr. Becker, tell me.”

“I don’t want you to squeal on anybody, Tony—”

“Squeal? Oh, that’s cute. I ain’t heard that word in a long time, Mr. Becker. Squeal?” Tony looked at the Agents, laughing. “You must be reading those Godfather books, Mr. Becker. I hate to tell you, but that Mario Puzo is full of shit. Made up all that Godfather stuff. He said so himself.”

“You don’t have to put Sandro Luca in trouble, Tony,” Becker continued. “We just want some information about him and his friend, Galiber. About his clients from Colombia. You’re in a position to see things, hear things. We only need you to keep us informed.”

“Informed? You want me to be an informer?”

“Maybe that’s a bad choice of words, Tony.”

“I’ll say! An informer? Me? I’d rather fuckin’ die in the street like a cock-a-roach before I informed on somebody, anybody, Mr. Becker; a nigger, a spic, anybody. An’ when you mention my lawyer, the greatest guy I know who’s straight, then you’re messing around with my explosion button. So save yourself the breath and the trouble, okay?”

“I didn’t mean inform—”

“You said it. That was your word, right? ‘Inform, keep us informed’, you said.”

“I meant, that if you were able to keep us abreast—”

“Now you’re getting dirty, Mr. Becker. We don’t know each other that well,” Tony Balls said snidely.

Becker kept control of any exasperation. The routine was to get them mad. “We’re just interested in getting to know Mr. Luca a little better. In return, we could help you, keep the Brooklyn prosecutors off your back, keep your Parole Officer off your back. Who is your Parole Officer?”

“As if you didn’t know. It’s written right there, somewhere, in my file,” Tony Balls said, pointing to Becker’s desk. “But, now that I think about it, Mr. Becker, what you say may make some sense. Things are really not what they used to be. Things have changed.”

“Nothing you bring to our attention would ever snap back at you, Tony.”

“All I have to do is tell you things?”

“That’s it.”

“And you could help me, maybe get my Parole Officer to ease off me?”

Becker nodded.

“How do I do it? Write to you? Just come here? Tell these guys? What?”

“Any way that’s comfortable for you, Tony” said Becker. The Agents were alert now, listening with interest.

“Let’s see. I think it was two Thursdays ago—”

“You mind if I write?” said Becker.

Tony Balls shook his head. “Anything that’s comfortable for you. Like I was saying. I went over to your sister’s house okay? Your mother was there too, visiting I guess.”

Becker looked at Tony Balls, his face streaked with confusion.

“I banged your sister. She threw some hump! Your mother was having her monthlies. Otherwise—”

Becker jumped to his feet, his face burning red, right up through his scalp. “Get him out of here. Out! Out!” Becker was shaking, his arm pumping, pointing to the door. “Get that fucking monster out of here. Now!”

“Come on, Tony,” said Castoro.

“The ‘F’ word. Mr. Becker, I’m shocked. Don’t you want me to tell you more things, Mr. Becker?” Tony Balls said, calm, on top of the game now.

“Out! Out! Out! Disgusting, filthy, despicable creature. I ought to punch you right in the mouth.”

“Yeah, like as if you had the balls. I thought he wanted me to tell him things,” Tony Balls said innocently as he walked with the Agents toward Becker’s door. The Agents were grim. Tony Balls was having the time of his life. “Oh, another thing, Mr. Becker,” Tony Balls, said, turning.

“Out. Get him out!”

“Okay, okay. Don’t get your balls in such an uproar. I just want to say, not for nothin’, that you’re not supposed to talk to me unless you get in touch with my lawyer first, right? Right?” he fired into Becker’s face. “And obviously you know that Sandro Luca is my lawyer, right?”

Becker’s mouth was a slit of anger.

Tony Balls shrugged. “And I wouldn’t tell you nothin’ about Sandro Luca, or any of them other people, if you took that rod out of your ass and put it up mine, red hot. He’s twice the man as you’ll ever be.”

“Out, you scum. You have just dug yourself a grave.”

“F u c k y o u,” Tony Balls said with a flourish.


Scotrun, PA : August 11, 1996 : 7:45 P.M.

Sandro drove slowly along Halcyon Street in a small development called Freedom Village just outside the center of Scotrun, Pennsylvania.

“It should be one of these houses,” Sandro murmured, searching for numbers on mailboxes or on the facades of neat frame houses as he drove. Tatiana, too, from the passenger seat, was searching for the number.

Freedom Village was a fairly new community. The entrance drive up from the highway wound leisurely through a thick woods, until, at the top of a hill, an entire plateau had been completely shorn of trees. There, in the midst of this baldness, were the circling streets of Freedom Village. The builder, after the houses were erected, made an attempt to replace what had been bulldozed away, with spindly stripling trees held up by guy wires connected to support posts on either side. In another ten or fifteen years, when most of the people who originally bought the houses were looking for a retirement condo, the spindly implants would be trees.

“Eleven fifty-seven, eleven fifty-nine …” Sandro counted softly as he searched. Red Hardie had called Sandro collect several hours earlier, desperate and panting, saying he was on the side of the road, somewhere in Pennsylvania, that he had just been ambushed, by some foreign-speaking people with rifles, that he was sure the D.E.A. had something to do with the ambush. Red told Sandro that he was trying to make his way toward his ex-wife Leslie’s house in Scotrun. He wanted Sandro to meet him there and surrender him to the F.B.I.

“This must be it,” Sandro said, stopping in front of a neat, yellow, two-story house which displayed neither number or name. A small, white wheelbarrow holding magenta geraniums was placed slightly off-center on a small patch of lawn in front of the house. A driveway on the right side of the house led to a two-car garage at the rear.

“Are you sure this is the place?” said Tatiana as Sandro pulled into the driveway.

“One way to find out.” Sandro stopped in front of one of the garage bays.

A dog began barking behind the house. Sandro glanced toward the sound. In the yard there was a barbeque pit and summer furniture, including a table with a green and white striped umbrella, surrounded by chairs with matching cushions. In the corner opposite the barbeque was a doghouse with a large, rust colored Airedale tethered to the dog house, barking toward the car. Beyond the back of the house, separated by about twenty yards of open grass that sloped downward, there were thick woods.

“How do you know this is it?” said Tatiana.

“We’ll know in a second. A woman just looked out that window to our left.”

Tatiana looked. There was no one in the window. “You saw someone?”

Sandro was about to nod his head when a door at the rear of the house, just off the driveway, opened. A light-skinned black woman, perhaps forty-five, fifty, slim figure, pretty face, wearing slacks and a manstyled white shirt, stood in the doorway. “Sandro Luca?” she said.

“This is the place,” said Sandro. He and Tatiana walked toward the doorway.

“Hello, I’m Leslie,” the woman said, glancing about. “Come in, won’t you?” she said, stepping aside so they could enter. “Red’s inside,” she whispered as she closed the door. She walked ahead of them through a neat kitchen, past an open archway, to a living room with beige wall-to-wall carpeting and flowery upholstered furniture. A black man with glasses, wearing a suit and tie, was seated in an armchair. Red Hardie was sitting on the couch, his right arm across his chest, holding his left arm.

“Red! Are you all right?” Sandro said, moving quickly toward the couch.

Red shrugged. “Tips and all—” his voice trailed off into a wince as he tried to stand.

“Stay, stay,” said Sandro. “What happened to your arm?”

“It’s okay.”

“I think he broke his shoulder,” said Leslie.

“I fell while I was running, hit a tree pretty hard with my shoulder,” said Red, shrugging again. “I had handcuffs on. Couldn’t balance too well.”

“How’d you get them off?”

“Bob had some tools in the garage,” Red said nodding toward the man in the suit.

“Sandro Luca, this is my husband, Bob Reaves,” said Leslie.

They shook hands. “This is Tatiana Marcovich,” said Sandro. “Mr. Reaves, Leslie, Red.”

“Good to know you, Tatiana,” said Red. “I’m glad you got here, Sandro. I’m sorry I made you come all this way.”

“I hope nobody followed you,” said Reaves.

“No one followed me.”

“They wouldn’t have to follow anyone to find this place,” Red said to Reeves. “The Government won’t take very long to figure out that my ex-wife lives in Pennsylvania. And if they don’t, Awgust Nichols will have no trouble telling them.”

“I can’t believe you think United States Agents were somehow trying to kill you,” said Reeves.

“It’s hard to believe Awgust would be involved,” said Leslie.

“There’s no doubt in my mind about either,” said Red. “Those foreigners have to be working hand in hand with the D.E.A., have to be, and, I’m sorry to say, so does Awgust.”

“Why do you include Awgust in this?” said Leslie.

“Leslie, I’m telling you, your nephew, Awgust, is involved somehow. Money was talking to old Matthew—you remember old Matthew, at the Flash Inn?”

“Is he still there?”

Red nodded. “We’ve known for a long time that there was a snitch amongst us. Somebody in our camp was giving information to The Man. They got to know things as fast as we thought them up. Now a couple, maybe three days ago, Matthew tells Money, and Money tells me, that Awgust was meeting with some foreigners at the Flash. Awgust tried to pass them off as Italians. Matthew, still sharp, said he knew they weren’t Italians. He knows Spanish and Italian.”

“His daughter-in-law was Spanish, wasn’t she?” said Leslie, dredging up a recollection.

“I think you’re right. I forgot about that,” said Red. “Matthew said the strangers were speaking some language he had never heard before. And today, the Agent in charge of watching me purposely sends the other Agents away—completely against regulations—stops exactly in the middle of the woods where the assassins, speaking a foreign language, just happened to be waiting with rifles. There’s no way in hell that could have been a coincidence. The way this played out, two and two starts to make four.”

“The part about stopping in the woods, the rifleman in the woods, yes,” said Sandro. “The foreign language part, maybe.”

“It ties together, doesn’t it?” said Red. “People staked out in the woods, speaking some unusual foreign language, the people that Awgust was talking with at the Flash, speaking an unusual foreign language—could be the same unusual language—Awgust Nichols lying about it to cover it up, the foreigners looking to shoot my brains out.”

“You’re just speculating,” said Reaves.

“You’re right,” said Sandro, “but at the moment, we can’t work on a best-case scenario. We have to assume the worst case scenario in order to figure out what we might have to do next.”

“If what you say is true, we should call the police,” said Reaves, “that’s what should be done next.”

“Assuming that what Red said is correct, an all-points bulletin has already been sent out, looking for the escaped prisoner.”

“Or not,” said Red. “They might want to find me themselves and finish the job.”

“If there are rogue Agents—I’m sure the entire United States isn’t in on this, Bob,” said Sandro, “they would have the capability to gather enough information to figure out, just as Red was able to figure out, that you and Leslie live sufficiently close to where they were keeping Red, to come here to check out this house.”

“No doubt,” said Red.

“If which case, the only way to be safe is to surrender you into the custody of the F.B.I., as soon as possible,” said Sandro.

“How do you plan to pull that off?” asked Red. “If there’s an all-points bulletin out, they’ll eat me alive on sight. You’ve got to be with me.”

“I’ll be with you. I know a couple of people at the F.B.I. in New York. I can call them, and have them arrange for us to meet F.B.I. agents from near here.”

“Red should go to a doctor or a hospital about his shoulder,” said Leslie.

Sandro shook his head. “We have to turn Red in as soon as possible. We’ve got to nip this before too big a head of steam is worked up looking for him. The Government can take care of the shoulder after he’s back inside. Can you handle that, Red?”

“Whatever you say,” said Red. “Besides all that, I don’t want anyone coming here, making trouble for Leslie and Bob.”

“It’s hard for me to imagine that the D.E.A. or anyone connected with them could be involved with foreigners in some grand plot—” Reaves stopped in mid-sentence as the dog in the backyard began to bark.

Leslie went toward the front window. “Get away from the window,” said Red, slipping his hand under the shade of the lamp next to the couch. He turned off the light. It was twilight outside. The room became semi-dark.

“This is ridiculous,” said Reaves. He stood and walked toward the front window. “Hhmmm. There’s a car parked in front of the next house,” he said, less surely. He continued to peek out through an edge of the curtains. “There are two men looking around.”

“You have any weapons?” said Sandro.

“What???”

“You have—”

“There’s a shotgun upstairs,” said Leslie. “I’ll get it.”

“Are you preposterous,” said Reaves. “You planning a shoot-out? In my house?”

“Hell no,” said Red, straining to stand. “I’m just planning to stay alive.”

“There’s another car now. Two more men,” Reaves whispered urgently. “Oh, my God.”

Leslie dashed up the stairs.

“Tatiana. Bob. It’s probably better if you go back into the kitchen,” said Sandro.

Red sat on the floor. Sandro walked carefully along a side wall toward the front window. Leslie’s footsteps could be heard upstairs. The dog was still barking.

“I’m going to call the police,” said Reaves, rushing toward the back of the house. He turned on the light in the kitchen.

“Shut the light!” commanded Red.

“Who the hell are you bossing around? This is my house.”

The barking stopped as the dog yelped.

“If you don’t want someone shooting through the windows of your house, I’d suggest you shut the goddamn light.”

“All right,” said Reaves, “but I’m calling the police.”

“There are only two in front now,” said Sandro. “I don’t know where the other two went.”

“Christ! The phone’s dead,” said Reaves.

“Maybe you’ll believe what I’m telling you isn’t a fairy tale,” said Red. “Good guys don’t cut telephone wires.”

“Christ—”

“The other two are probably in the back,” said Sandro.

“Why isn’t the dog barking?” asked Reaves.

“He might not be able to,” said Red.

“If he …? You think? Jesus Christ! My dog?” Reaves ran to the back window of the kitchen.

Leslie came down the stairs in a rush. “Here. It’s all we have,” she said to Red.

“A bird gun?”

“That’s all we have,” she said. “Red, I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“I don’t think so, either. But neither do I want to be a duck in a barrel.”

“What are you going to do?” Reaves whispered hoarsely. “Don’t start shooting with Leslie and me, and this girl in here,” he said, pointing to Tatiana.

“I’m not going to start anything, believe me,” said Red. “And I’m not going to get you people involved in a shooting. Shells?”

“A box. Here.” She handed something to Red in the semi-dark.

“This is a very serious situation,” said Reaves. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

“You’re right about that, Bob,” said Red. “What do you think we should do, Sandro?”

“Maybe we can cause a diversion up front,” said Sandro, “then you can slip out the back, into the woods. When they realize you’re not here, they’ll go looking for you some place else. I’ll get to my car—I have a mobile phone in it. I can call the F.B.I., pick you up on the other side of the woods, and surrender you.”

“First I have to make it to the woods,” said Red.

“Do you have lights in the front of the house?” Sandro asked Reaves.

“Outside? There’s a switch by the front door What are you going to do?” he asked, looking at Sandro, then Red.

“Go to the front, all of you, carefully,” said Sandro. “We’re going to turn on all the lights in the front of the house. The lights in the living room too. We’ll all walk out—except Red—making as much noise as we can, shout, yell, so they’ll know we’re coming.”

“I’m not so sure about this,” said Reeves.

“They’re not interested in any of us. We’ll let them see us; go right up to them. Ask them what’s going on. That’s when you make a dash for the woods, Red.”

“Red, you can’t. There may be people in the back, too.” Leslie’s eyes welled up.

“If what you say is so, you’re playing right into their hands,” said Reaves.

“The noise will bring anyone in the back up to the front,” said Sandro.

“It’s the only way to get these people away from you,” Red said to Leslie. “When they’re all in the front, I’ll go out the back. They’ll come after me when they realize I’m not with you up front.”

“You have a broken shoulder,” said Leslie.

“Better than a broken head and everything else.”

“You can’t—”

“They’ll come right into the house if he doesn’t,” said Sandro. “They’ll come in and wreck your whole house.”

“I don’t want any of you to get hurt for me,” said Red. “Get going. Go ahead. Go up front. like Sandro said. Go. Take your wife,” he directed Reaves.

“Let’s put on all the lights in front,” said Sandro. “Before we go out, start calling, ‘we’re coming out’, raise your hands over your head, let them see and hear us really well. You ready?” he said to Red.

“I’m going,” said Red, glancing at Bob, then Tatiana. He winked at Sandro. Then he looked deep into Leslie’s eyes. “It was a good run, darling, real good.”

Leslie ran to Red and embraced him, hugging him tightly. “Don’t do this,” she said urgently, looking into his face.

“What the Feds want to do to me, even if I get away from here alive, is not the way I want to spend the rest of my life, anyway, darlin’… You make noise when you go out. That’ll lead them away from the back. When I’m clear of the house, I’ll make noise. That’ll lead them away from you. They’ll come after me. You get the car, Sandro. I’ll meet you down on the other side of the woods.”

“I’ll go to the neighbors,” said Reaves. “I’ll call the police from there.”

“Don’t do this, Red,” said Leslie.

“These people are serious,” said Red. “It’ll be much safer for everybody once I’m out of here. You got a nice life here, a nice house—just what you wanted, honey. I can’t mess that up for you again.”

“You didn’t mess anything up, Red. Don’t do it.”

“We haven’t got time,” said Sandro.

“Come on. I might just change my mind if we don’t get to it. Now. They must be getting itchy out there.”

Sandro walked carefully to the front door. He glanced toward the back. Red had disappeared into the darkness of the kitchen. “Everybody, get ready to go. Bob, on three, turn on the living room lamp.” Bob nodded, walking to the lamp. Sandro nodded twice. “Three!” he said, flipping on the outside light switch. Bob turned on the lamp. The room and the front of the house were illuminated. “Follow me,” said Sandro, pushing Tatiana behind him. “Hey, hey,” he shouted. “Here we are. Here we are. We’re coming out. Just us. Just us. We’re coming out. Hey, hey—”

Leslie hesitated at the door, turning. “Red!”

“Outside, Leslie,” said Bob. He pulled her out through the door.

“Red—”

“Here we are, here we are, we’re coming out,” Sandro continued to shout. “We’re coming out. Here we are.”

Someone said something harsh in a foreign language. A shadowy figure wearing a ski mask approached them as they stood on the lawn. Two other figures came up from the back of the house. They were all wearing ski masks. One of the men, tall man, said something to the others as he pushed Bob back against the wall, studying him ominously from head to foot.

“They’re Russian,” Tatiana said in English. She said something in Russian to the tall one. He stopped short, turning to Tatiana, staring. He said something to the others.

“What did you say to him?” said Bob.

“I told them to leave you alone. You are not the man they are looking for. You have nothing to do with this.”

The Russians spoke among themselves as they studied the people from the house. A shotgun blast sounded from somewhere behind the house. The Russians stopped talking, stared, then dashed toward the rear shouting.

“What are they saying?” Sandro asked Tatiana.

“They said, he’s back there, back there, hurry. He cannot be far.”

“Red,” Leslie shouted, turning to run toward the rear of the house.

“Are you crazy?” shouted Bob, lunging forward, grabbing Leslie by her wrist. She struggled to pull free.

“Everyone stay here,” said Sandro as he moved stealthily along the side of the house toward the back. He ducked low as he reached the chain link fence that surrounded the rear yard. When he was at the edge of the fence, he could see the men in ski masks running toward the woods, about fifty yards to the left of the house. Past them, he could see the receding figure of Red who was still in reddish sunlight, just reaching the dark edge of the surrounding woods. One of the Russians stopped running, and sighted carefully down the barrel of his rifle.

Twisted together in one instant that seemed carved out of time in slow motion, Sandro shouted loudly, “No!” at the same instant that a rifle shot rang out. Almost simultaneously, in the distance, Red’s body spun, his arms flying open and upward as the shot gun he was carrying flew into the air. Red disappeared, falling to the ground.

“Jesus!” exclaimed Sandro as his mouth and eyes closed tightly, fighting hot, burning tears. He heard the Russians shout jubilantly. Sandro sobbed, glancing up. He saw the men in the ski masks running toward the spot where Red had fallen. There was another rifle shot. Sandro’s gaze fell to the ground where he crouched. As insect, small, dark, was crawling near his foot. In his abject sorrow, suffused with anger, hatred, a feeling of helplessness, disgust with himself for not having done, doing, something, he moved his foot to crush the insect. No! he thought, resisting the impulse. It was not the insect that had to be crushed.


Harlem : August 15, 1996 : 11:15 A.M.

Supervisor Becker sat in the front passenger seat of the ‘Fix and Mix’ van, turned toward the rear, watching Geraghty wire a shirtless Awgust Nichols with a small body recorder and a transmitter. The recorder would record any conversation Nichols might have; the transmitter would send a live signal to the Agents in the van so they could monitor the encounter as it happened.

“There we go,” said Geraghty, finished. “Say something.”

“What’ll I say?” said Nichols.

“Anything. We want to see if we pick you up, if the level is right,” said Geraghty, nodding to Castoro in the driver’s seat. Castoro activated a receiver/recorder on the floor next to the driver’s seat, which recorded signals picked up from the transmitter.

“It’s okay over the speaker.” Castoro rewound the recorder and played the tape. “Tape’s okay, too. It should be okay.”

“Remember, try to sit still when you talk,” said Becker. “Otherwise, we’ll pick up a lot of rustling of your clothes, and won’t be able to hear what’s being said.”

“I’ll sit as still as a mouse,” said Awgust.

“Not too still,” said Becker. “You have to be natural, not stiff. You don’t want Uri or Sascha to be suspicious.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Put your shirt back on,” said Becker.

Nichols had an appointment to meet with Uri and Sascha in approximately an hour at the Flash Inn, to receive and divide the proceeds from the sales of the first two kilos of heroin that Sascha had picked up in Romania, and to arrange for another courier to take a ride to Romania to pick up another two kilos.

“If this session inside goes well,” Supervisor Becker began.

“It will,” said Nichols.

“Then Marty can rush the tapes down to the Grand Jury, which is sitting as we speak, listening to all the other evidence we’ve gathered so far. Dineen has already drafted a Bare Bones Indictment. We have arrest teams ready to swoop these guys, and another special character I have particularly in mind, in custody first thing in the morning.”

Becker had been keeping his entire squad and Dineen in the U.S. Attorney’s office hopping with activity for the last two weeks. He was determined to eradicate every vestige of the renegade Russian drug-ring as quickly as possible. Part of Becker’s head-long determination was fueled by his desire to personally arrest Tony Balls—that revolting and insulting piece of trash. Becker’s stomach turned every time he thought about the interview he had with Tony Balls a few days ago. Becker’s eagerness was further heightened by the headlines he envisioned: ‘Sally Cantalupo and Tony Balls, arrested’; ‘Uri Mojolevsky and Sascha Ulanov arrested’;’ the Russian mob and the Italian mob crushed in one fell swoop’. What a story! What publicity! Ed Barquette at The Post had his reporters at the ready, waiting for word that the arrests had been effectuated so he could splash the story all over the next edition.

In order to put a fire under A.U.S.A. Dineen, Becker told him how enthusiastic Barquette was about the story, how it would be front page for days on every newspaper and the lead story on every television station in the city. A media sensation like this, Becker counseled, could propel Dineen into that job he coveted in Washington. Once so inspired, Dineen’s efforts to obtain an indictment went into high gear. Fed with evidence Becker’s squad was collecting on a daily basis, Dineen worked around the clock, drafting Wire Tap Warrants for telephones—including Tony Balls’ private line, the phone in Sally Cantalupo’s office, in Billy Legs’ social club next door, even the public phone in the street outside Sally’s office, where Sally went to make calls he wanted to shield from electronic surveillance. Judge Ellis willingly signed all the Wire Tap Orders Dineen presented, realizing that a major case was being developed, one that would not only cause significant disruption in narcotics trafficking, but which would result in substantial publicity for herself, as the Judge presiding over the case. The right kind of publicity had heady allure for judges, too.

“In addition to the wire you’re wearing,” Supervisor Becker said to Nichols, “we’ve hooked you up with a transmitter, which will send a realtime signal to us out here.”

“What does that do?” asked Nichols.

“We’ll be able to hear everything that’s going on as it happens,” said Becker. “If anything starts to go wrong—which it won’t—we can barrel in to protect you. What time are you supposed to meet them?” Becker looked at his watch.

“You said you wanted it early. I told them to meet me at noon,” said Nichols. “They didn’t like that they had to get up so early, but they agreed, considering that we were going to divide up the money.”

“Perfect.” This schedule made it possible for Dineen to complete his Grand Jury presentation by the afternoon, for Becker to mount up the squad to make arrests of all the suspects at six tomorrow morning, and for Barquette to spread the story all over the early editions. Barquette asked Becker if he could send photographers with the Agents when they went to make the arrests. Knowing that pictures would make the arrests more sensational, Becker consented. This was going to be one hell of a story. Becker looked at his watch again. “Let’s get it going.”

Nichols finished buttoning his shirt and tucked the shirt tails into his pants. “Ready as I’ll ever be,” he said.

Becker had also considered making the story even more sensational, by arresting Nichols and other members of The Brotherhood still in the street. But he had made a deal with Nichols, and for the moment, he intended to keep his end of the bargain. Besides, the busting of the new Brotherhood, under the leadership of Awgust Nichols, was another sensational story that could be orchestrated a few months down the line. No sense pouring all the good publicity into one story; two sensational stories were better than one.

“Hey, how’s it shakin’?” Awgust Nichols said to Uri. They shook hands and hugged (causing major static over the radio transmitter). He also shook hands with and hugged Sascha (causing more static, and a cringe from Becker in the van).

“Good, good, my friend,” said Uri, sitting at the table in the empty wing of the dining area of the Flash Inn. Sascha sat beside him.

“Well, where’s the dough?” said Nichols, eagerly looking around.

“It’s outside,” said Uri. “We want to be sure all is okay inside.”

“Everything’s great,” said Nichols. “Come on, don’t keep me in suspense. I want to see a huge—I mean, huge—pile of dough.”

“Where’s your friend, the one with the muscles?” said Uri.

“Anton? He couldn’t make it. I figure you and me can count the money from our little deal by ourselves.”

Actually, on Becker’s advice, Anton Taylor has purposely been excluded from this meeting. Having Taylor recorded participating in yet another conspiracy would only complicate Dineen’s pitch to Judge Ellis to give Taylor a light sentence.

“For sure,” said Uri. He nodded toward Sascha. In turn, Sascha stood and walked toward the front. “The money’s in the car,” Uri said to Nichols.

“You left all that dough in the car by itself?” exclaimed Nichols.

“Not by itself. We are not thick in the head.”

“Oh? You got other people outside with you,” Nichols said purposely for the transmitter.

“They sure do,” Supervisor Becker murmured aloud as he watched through one of the two-way windows at the rear of the undercover van as Sascha exited the restaurant. Geraghty had a camcorder going full tilt though the other rear window. “Zoom in on the car,” Becker said to Geraghty.

“Already did. There are women inside.”

“Women?”

“A dark haired one with a biker’s cap, and a blond one,” said Geraghty.

“Any tits?” said Castoro.

“Let’s be gentlemen, gentlemen,” said Becker. “Those are undoubtedly the same women who came in with Sascha on the plane.”

“Probably,” Geraghty said as he filmed.

On the camcorder screen, Geraghty recorded the woman with the biker cap lower the window of the Lexus and hand a canvas bag to Sascha. He carried the bag back into the Flash Inn.

“Man, let me see that dough,” said Nichols, as Sascha approached.

The sound of a zipper was broadcast into the van. His voice over the loudspeaker was crisp and close. “Man, this is beautiful,” said Nichols voice. “How much is in here?”

“One hundred and thirty thousand,” said Uri. His voice was further away. Unlike a human ear, a microphone cannot distinguish and block out peripheral noises. Music from the jukebox, conversation at the bar in the Flash Inn, were also fed into and heard distinctly over the recorder. Frank Sinatra was singing “Just the Way You Look Tonight”. Between lyrics, splashing water, as the bartender washed glasses behind the bar, could be heard.

“That damn juke box,” said Supervisor Becker as he listened inside the van.

“You want somebody from Bird Dog Two to walk over there and casually pull the plug?” said Castoro.

“How could that possibly be casual?” said Becker.

“Beautiful, beautiful,” Nichols said, looking into the bag. “And the product. Did the customers like the product we brought for them?” he said, looking at Uri.

“Very much, very much, da?”

“One guy didn’t like it so much,” said Sascha, “but not so much he didn’t buy. He wants to buy two whole ones by himself next time.”

The person who had complained, the one who expressed a desire to buy the next two kilos, had actually been Bill Santiago, working undercover, who had arranged, after the last milk bottle transaction on Ocean Parkway, to meet personally with Sascha to arrange a big buy. This big buy, however, Santiago purposely insisted, had to be face-to-face with Sascha’s boss, as he was a little unhappy with the quality of the last product, and wanted to make sure that the next delivery would be more to his liking.

“One guy wants to buy two kilos by himself?” said Nichols. “Wow! Business is good. You’ll have to get someone to go to Romania right away.”

“That Nichols is good,” murmured Supervisor Becker to no one in particular inside the van, “covering all the bases.”

“The girls are getting out of the car,” said Geraghty as he continued to look through the back window.

Becker’s eyes moved toward the Lexus. The two female passengers were walking toward the Flash. “Damn!”

“Mmmhmmm,” Castoro sounded approval.

“Lou, get your mind on the job, not those two sluts,” Becker reprimanded sternly.

“Yes, sir.”

The sound of the women entering and talking to the bartender could be heard in the background over the loudspeaker in the front of the van.

“Here are the girls,” said Sascha.

“Close the bag,” said Nichols sharply. A zipper could be heard meshing teeth.

“How long I got to wait for a Long Guy-land Ice Tea?” complained Anna.

“Take her to the bar. Buy them both whatever they want,” said Uri’s voice.

“Da, da,” said Sascha. “Come, come.”

“On me. All the drinks are on me,” called Nichols. The sounds of the two women diminished in the background.

“Fucking Anna. She is a pain in the ass,” said Uri. “But tough like nails, more than many men.”

“Let’s whack this money up before the girls come back,” said Nichols. The zipper was re-opened. “Sixty-five, sixty-five, right?”

“Da. And then you pay for making a new trip.”

“How much did we say for that?” said Nichols.

“Fifteen,” said Uri.

“Hmm. That’s eighty for you, fifty for me,” the sounds of packets of money being placed on the table was heard on the recorder.

“You can count very fast in your head,” said Uri.

“Counting numbers is my business,” said Nichols. “You agree, sixty five for the deal, and fifteen to buy more, makes eighty?”

“I think so.”

“Which one of your people is going to go on this new trip?”

“Marat,” said Uri.

“Who’s Marat? Do I know him?”

“Little bastard doesn’t miss a trick,” said Supervisor Becker inside the van.

“He’s a natural snake,” said Geraghty. Loud women’s laughter was heard in the background.

“He somebody new, from Russia?” asked Nichols.

“No, he lives in Brighton,” said Uri.

“What’s he look like? Maybe I’ve seen him,” said Nichols.

“I don’t think so; tall as me, skinny, dark, slick hair.”

“No. Doesn’t sound familiar,” said Nichols.

“No, I don’t think you met him.”

“Good kid?” asked Nichols. “You trust him to fly with our money and pick up the stuff?”

“Very good kid,” said Uri. “Fifteen for the trip, makes eighty, da” Uri calculated finally.

“Da,” said Nichols. “You count pretty good yourself.”

“And you start to talk Russian very good,” said Uri, laughing. “What about the money for the last trip?”

“I’ll give you that the next time. Or you can take this fifteen for the last trip, and you’ll get fifteen for the next trip when we whack up the next money.”

“This fifteen is for the last trip?” asked Uri.

“Da.”

“Okay,” said Uri, “for the last trip. Next trip, you pay the next time, da?”

“Exactly,” said Nichols. “You know what I’m going to do? You did such a good job, I personally am going to throw in an extra five for you, on the side. Don’t say anything to your partners. How’s that?”

“How’s that? That’s fantastic, my friend.” Uri stood and hugged Nichols, sending grating, rustling sounds over the transmitter. “It is pleasure doing business with you, my friend.”

“It surely is,” murmured Supervisor Becker. “Now cut this thing short, so we can rush this stuff down to Dineen. The Indictment is probably already typed up, just waiting for the formalities. Call downtown,” Becker called over his shoulder to Castoro. “Make sure they’re assembling the arrest teams for tomorrow morning. First thing tomorrow morning.”

“Affirmative,” said Castoro.

“Eighty for the bag, five for you,” said Nichols. “Forty-five for me. You’re doing a lot better than me.” Uri laughed. “Put yours in the bag. Make sure you’re all zipped up,” Nichols said to Uri.

“Da, da,” said Uri happily.

“Listen, I don’t want to hustle you all,” said Nichols, “but I have to get downtown and bring this to my Boss, you dig? I’m just the messenger.”

“Dig, dig, da, da,” said Uri.

At precisely 5:59 A.M. the next morning, Becker’s voice came over the radio, advising the arrest teams that in one minute, arrests should begin.

Bill Santiago and another Agent from the Task Force exited their vehicle in front of Sally Cantalupo’s house. They started up the walk that led to the cement steps of the one family house in Bensonhurst. They had been sitting at the curb in the car since five-thirty, waiting for Becker’s directions. In his hand, Bill Santiago held an Arrest Warrant.

Sally Cantalupo, sleepy-eyed, in shorts and a tee-shirt, opened the door a crack and peered out in confusion.

“Salvatore Cantalupo,” said Bill Santiago. “I’m Special Agent William Santiago. This is Special Agent Tim Tracy. We’re from the D.E.A.”

Sally Cantalupo’s eyes opened wide as saucers; his mouth dropped open.

“We have a warrant for your arrest on charges of violating the Narcotics Laws.” Tracy stepped forward, positioning his foot so Cantalupo could not slam the door shut.

Cantalupo’s knees sagged.

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will …” Sally didn’t even hear the rest of what Santiago said. His mind was on fire. “Jesus Christ!” he said aloud. “Jesus Christ!”

Supervisor Becker had been chortling to himself in the backseat of the Government vehicle with Pete Mulvehill, as it sped from Manhattan toward Tony Balls’ house in Sunnyside, Queens. He had a team of Agents watching Tony Balls throughout the night, keeping tabs on where he was, where he slept, and, most importantly, where he could be found at 6 A.M. this morning. As Becker, Mulvehill, Castoro, and Geraghty entered a Government vehicle in the garage under 26 Federal Plaza at 4:45 A.M.—Becker wasn’t taking any chance of being late to arrest Tony Balls—a radio transmission announced that Tony Balls was still in his house, and that his car was parked in the driveway.

“Yes!” Supervisor Becker exclaimed, pumping his fist. Geraghty, driving, and Castoro in the front passenger seat, were surprised, actually amused, at the display of emotion by their Supervisor in the backseat. Becker told Geraghty to step on it, rotating cherry light on the roof and all, as fast as possible. This was the moment he had been waiting for, working for, throughout the week, assembling the necessary elements to arrest Tony Balls. Tony Balls was the piece de resistance, the cherry on top, the spur that urged on all of Becker’s recent activities. When they had cleared the Midtown Tunnel, Supervisor Becker’s foot began to shake anxiously behind Geraghty. As the car reached Sunnyside, he leaned forward onto the back rest of the front seat, announcing aloud the name of each street they passed.

“Cut the light,” Supervisor Becker said curtly as they were a few blocks west of the street where Tony Balls lived.

“Ask if he’s still there,” Supervisor Becker instructed Castoro.

“Bird Dog Three, this is Mother Hen. Is the subject still at the location?”

“Affirmative.”

“Oh, baby, oh, baby, oh, baby, oh, baby,” Supervisor Becker began to chirp from the backseat. Geraghty glanced at Castoro from the side of his eyes. They tried to contain their smirks.

Two blocks before the vehicle reached Tony Balls’ house, Supervisor Becker had Geraghty stop the vehicle so that everyone could don dark blue slickers with the letters “D.E.A.” emblazoned in yellow. Before they began to move again, Geraghty called ahead to the two Agents in the surveillance car, advising them that Supervisor Becker wanted them to wear their slickers too.

Four D.E.A. Agents now stood in front of Tony Balls’ house. Becker directed the surveillance team that had been sitting in front of the house all night, to the next block, to be sure Tony Balls didn’t hop the back fence in an effort to escape retribution. Castoro was carrying a shotgun. Only one person was out on the street, an old man, walking a dog. The man stopped across the street and gawked at the proceedings.

Supervisor Becker’s face was red. A wide, Cheshire cat smile played on his lips as he walked behind Castoro and Geraghty toward the front entrance.

After several loud knocks on the front door, Tony Balls, his hair awry, hanging down one side of his head, stood in the doorway. His eyes were sleepy as he pushed his hair over the top of his head.

“Anthony Spacavento,” Supervisor Becker intoned sternly, standing between Geraghty and Castoro on the crowded top step leading to Tony Balls’ door.

“Good morning, Supervisor Becker,” said Tony Balls, gathering his wits. “What gets you out of bed so early in the morning?”

“Anthony Spacavento,” Supervisor Becker repeated, “I am delighted to inform you that I have a warrant for your arrest on charges that you violated the Narcotics Laws of the United States.”

“You didn’t have to bring Wyatt and Virgil with you for protection, did you?” Tony Balls said snidely.

“I advise you that you need not say anything—”

“You don’t want me to inform no more, Mr. Becker?”

“Anything you say can and will—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know the routine. You know, there ain’t a fucking thing I’m going to tell you, right? So let’s get it over with, if it’s all the same to you. You want me to put on pants, or you want to take me in my underwears?”

“Put on some clothes. Go with him,” Becker said to Geraghty and Castoro. “Soon as he’s dressed, back cuff him—be used against you in a court of law.” Becker continued reading from a Miranda Warnings card.

“What’s a matter, you think I’ll grab that card out of your hand, and then you won’t know what to say, Mr. Becker?”

“I have you, Mr. Spacavento, right where I’ve wanted you since the day you were last in my office,” said Supervisor Becker. “I have you now.”

“This is what you got, Mr. Becker.” Tony Balls pumped his groin in Supervisor Becker’s direction. “Get me outta this guy’s sight, before I go—” Tony Balls leaned directly toward Supervisor Becker—“Boo!” he shouted and laughed.


Sea Girt, New Jersey : August 28, 1932 : 2:30 P.M.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, handsome, hatless, pince nez clamped onto the bridge of his nose, sat in the first row of the flag bunted platform, almost immediately behind the speaker’s lectern. He always arrived early at functions, his wheelchair being purposely placed in a position which not only made it easy for him to rise to the lectern, but would hide the fact that the man the audience had come to see was incapable of walking. Next to Roosevelt sat Louis McHenry Howe, a balding, moustachioed newspaperman from Albany who had admired Roosevelt right from his days as an upstate Senator in the New York State legislature. A hundred thousand enthusiastic people stretched around and out from the platform in order to enjoy the true entertainment of the era: politics.

Roosevelt was on the stump, the Democratic nominee, campaigning for President against the incumbent Herbert Hoover, the Depression, and Prohibition.

“I see Shouse’s right there in the front row,” Roosevelt whispered to Howe, as he continuously flashed his insignia smile toward the audience.

“He’s a pushy little tinker,” said Howe. “He’s here to make sure you say the right things about repeal. He wants to make a good impression with his new organization.”

The National Committee had recently fired Shouse. Immediately, the Association Against the Prohibition Amendment made him their new president, thinking he had some clout with the Democrats and could ensure the Democratic candidate would be strong on their issue. Now that the AAPA had, albeit reluctantly, chosen to ride with the Democratic presidential nominee, they wanted to make sure Roosevelt didn’t pull any of the teeth out of the Democrat’s repeal plank.

“Where are the pages we put together on repeal?” Roosevelt said to Howe.

“You have everything, right in your hand. Pages fifteen and sixteen, I think, is where we cover repeal.”

Throughout his career, in the State Senate, then as Governor of New York, depending on the circumstances and the audience, Roosevelt had straddled the issue of prohibition repeal. The AAPA was equal to Roosevelt in straddling. It put its support only behind candidates, regardless of party, so long as those candidates favored repeal. They might have nominally backed the Democratic ticket for President, but they were equally willing to support any Republicans they could find who voted for repeal. Roosevelt wanted to hold onto the AAPA as desperately as it wanted him to stay on the repeal band wagon.

“Yes, here they are, “Roosevelt said as he leafed through the pages of his speech. He read what Howe had written for him. “Mmmm, mmm. Right to the point, Louie, right to the point. A little strong, perhaps. You figure this is the right audience to get it said and over with?” Roosevelt looked at Howe.

“It’s a New Jersey audience—not a bible-belter—they’re okay with repeal. And with Shouse in the audience, we kill two birds with one stone.”

“Louie, you’re a wonder. Let me read this through,” he said, glancing back to the pages in front of him.

“.… and it is with great pleasure,” intoned the Chairman of the New Jersey Democratic Committee—

“This is it,” said Roosevelt.

“I’ve got you,” Louis Howe said, taking hold of Roosevelt’s left arm. Roosevelt stiffened, ready to receive Louis’s lift. When it came time to be introduced, Roosevelt had to have a push from Howe or his son Franklin, Jr., to rise to a standing position. He would then push down the levers on his metal leg braces, locking himself upright.

“… the man, the candidate, the next President of the United States, Franklin Delano Roosevelt!”

The brass band, seated just to the left of the podium struck up “Happy Days are Here Again” in lively Dixie Land rhythm. The audience jumped to its feet, cheering wildly.

Louie Howe pushed Roosevelt to an upright position. With his free hand, Roosevelt locked his right leg brace, then, with Louis still holding him upright from behind, grabbed the edge of the lectern. Louie let go, and locked the left leg brace. The crowd cheered for many minutes, as the band blared Roosevelt’s theme song. In the midst of the cacophony, for all to see, a wide smile on his handsome, confident, patrician face, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, stood firmly.

When the cheering subsided, Roosevelt started in his familiar way. “My friends …,” and again, everybody clapped and stamped, and the band began “Happy Days” again. Roosevelt smiled, waving, first with his left arm, then switching grips on the lectern, with his right arm. Another several minutes, silence rippled across the huge audience, and Roosevelt began to address himself to the problems that plagued the United States as a result of Herbert Hoover and the Republicans.

Louie Howe, behind Roosevelt, was silently reading from a copy of the speech he wrote, as the candidate spoke to the audience. Roosevelt was on the top of page fifteen now, having been on his feet for twenty minutes already. When he arrived at the repeal issues, Roosevelt glanced at Shouse, who was sitting a few rows back, in his shirt sleeves, his arms across his chest, holding his jacket.

“I want now to turn to the repeal of Prohibition,” said Roosevelt. Many in the audience cheered and whistled. Shouse’s jacket fell to the floor as he applauded. “Intemperance in a modern, mechanized society, imperils everyone. However, we have depended too largely upon the power of the government action …”. This is exactly what the AAPA and Shouse had been beating the drum about, thought Roosevelt. He glanced at Shouse again, who was now sitting up straight, smiling appreciatively.

Roosevelt continued: “… the experience of nearly one hundred and fifty years under the Constitution has shown us that the proper means of regulation is through the States, with control by the Federal Government limited to that which is necessary to protect the States in the exercise of their legitimate powers.” Huge sections of the audience were applauding and shouting approval of Roosevelt’s words as he spoke.

“We threw on the table as spoils to be gambled for by the enemies of society, the revenue that our government had theretofore received, and the underworld acquired unparalleled resources thereby …” Cheers and applause.

“… the only business of the country that was not helping to support the government was, in a real sense, being supported by the government.” Loud cheering and shouting. Some of the things Roosevelt said were lost in a roar of approval.

“… unquestionably, our tax burden would not be so heavy nor the forms that it takes so objectionable if some reasonable proportion of the unaccounted millions now paid to those whose business had been reared upon this stupendous blunder could be made available for the expense of the government.”

Wild cheering now. Shouse was on his feet, his hands above his head, applauding and shouting.

In the November elections, out of roughly thirty nine million votes, Roosevelt received twenty-two, carrying forty two of the forty-eight states. Surely, the Depression had something to do with the vote against Hoover, but the Democrats also swept into majorities in both the Senate and House. Eleven states had had referendums on Prohibition on the ballots; the voters voted to abolish Prohibition in nine of those states, including New Jersey which voted more than four to one for repeal.

Roosevelt took office March 4, 1933, and within days requested in a special session of Congress that the prohibition law be amended so that 3.2 percent beer could begin to flow to the American people, even before the inevitable Constitutional Amendment condemning the Volstead Act. Congress voted overwhelmingly for the modification, and on April 7, 1933, a truck pulled into the driveway of the White House to deliver two cases of beer to the President. Close to a million barrels of legal 3.2 beer sold on the first day it was available. Shortly thereafter, Roosevelt was able to advise the people that thousands of new workers were taking home pay checks as a result of the implementation of the 3.2 beer legislation, and millions of new tax dollars had been collected by the Treasury during the first week.

After less than 10 months of consideration by the States, Prohibition was roundly denounced, the 18th Amendment prohibiting liquor replaced by the Twenty First that repealed “the stupendous blunder”.

Happy Days were surely here again.


Park Avenue : August 18, 1996 : 4 P.M.

The school and medical records of Hettie Rouse that Sandro had subpoenaed were starting to arrive at his office. Those records showed clearly that Hettie, right from the outset of her school attendance, was not equipped for mainstream classes. She was treated more like a retarded incorrigible, a dunce, or a juvenile delinquent, warehoused, not taught, someone to be kept in the system until she was old enough to be released into the world. Had she been born twenty years later, she would be classified Learning Disabled, mentally challenged, in need of Special Education. Many people in Hettie’s day who had been considered class clowns or dummies were, more likely, Learning Disabled.

Sandro studied his notes about Li’l Bit. It seemed long ago that Red Hardie first mentioned her and asked him to help with her case, but was, in reality, less than a month ago. Sandro lifted his eyes from the lined yellow page in his hand and glanced out the window. He saw Red Hardie and Money, Judge Ellis, the lawyers in The Brotherhood case. A lot had happened in the last few weeks.

Sandro remembered that Red had told him that he had a drink with Li’l Bit’s father after he had abandoned Li’l Bit and her mother. He was sure that Red had said something about Li’l Bit having a brother who attended medical school at one of the Ivy League schools, had changed his name, and was practicing medicine somewhere in New York under that new name.

Sandro searched his notes carefully. He found the name Red had mentioned, written and circled in his notes ‘Hugh Anthony Reed’. Sandro swivelled his chair and took the Manhattan phone directory from the credenza behind his desk. Running his fingers down the “R” listings, he stopped at ‘Reed, Hugh Anthony, M.D. at 714 Park Avenue’. Right in the heart of the Silk Stocking District, Sandro thought as he wrote the address and phone number on a scratch pad.

“Dr. Reed’s office,” said a female voice on the phone.

“Dr. Reed, please,” said Sandro.

“Are you a patient?”

“No. My name is Sandro Luca. I’m an attorney for an old friend of Dr. Reed. She asked me to call him.”

“The Doctor is with a patient. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“Yes. Please ask the Doctor to call me concerning Hettie Rouse. My number is 2-2-7-1-0-1-1.”

“Is Hettie Rouse a patient of Doctor Reed?”

“No, a very dear, old friend. He’ll know.”

“I can’t tell you when the Doctor will get back to you. He’s very busy.”

“I’m sure he is. If you would just mention Hettie Rouse to him, I’m sure he’ll call back.” “Very well.”

Sandro disconnected the call, then placed another call to A.D.A. Rob Quintalian. He wanted to discuss Hettie Rouse’s school and medical records. Sandro hoped that the records might begin to convince Quintalian that Hettie Rouse was mentally challenged since childhood, and that the events of her childhood further scarred her psyche. If the records began to convince Quintalian on that score, Sandro might be able to mount a reasonable argument that pursuing the death penalty would both be inappropriate and a waste of time, since a jury would likely believe she was incapacitated and not impose death, despite the severity of the crime.

“Quintalian,” said the familiar voice answering the phone.

“Rob, Sandro Luca.”

“Hey, the man himself. How goes it?” asked Quintalian.

“Great. Yourself?” said Sandro.

“Not bad, not bad. The office is going to be playing for the D.A.’s softball championship tonight. If you have nothing to do, come on over.”

“Maybe I will,” said Sandro, although he knew he would not. “What time does it begin?”

“Six thirty, at the softball fields over on the East River, you know where they are? Under the Williamsburg Bridge.”

“I know exactly where they are.”

“What can I do you for?” said Quintalian.

“I want to talk about the death phase for Hettie Rouse.”

“What about it?”

“I’ve been gathering records from her schools, and her medical records, doing some research into her background,” said Sandro.

“I’ve been doing some of the same,” said Quintalian.

“I’m sure if you have her school records—”

“I do.”

“—they show that she was mentally borderline from the get go. She was put in one of those warehouse classes from the time she was in the second or third grade.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen that,” said Quintalian. “That’s some indication of something, but certainly not enough, in my estimation, to wipe away the heinousness—is that a word? Heinousness?”

“I think so.”

“—the heinousness of her crime.”

“There’s a lot more to be taken into consideration.”

“Like?”

If Sandro could convince Quintalian that the available evidence, whether gathered by the District Attorney’s office, or himself, showed clearly, objectively, that Hettie Rouse was close to being mentally retarded, that she had had a horrific childhood, a life which scarred her severely, they might be able to dispense with the necessity of the death phase and agree that Hettie Rouse should be sentenced to Life without Parole. As he thought, Sandro again wondered whether Hettie, or anyone, was better served living life in a little cage for forty or fifty years, rather than have inevitable death be administered through tranquil, peaceful sleep.

“There is substantial evidence of a background that left her mentally scarred and hardened—”

“Like?” said Quintalian.

“Like her father abandoned the family when she was just a kid—”

“Not terribly unusual—”

“Not by itself. Then, her mother took up with men, became a prostitute. And the men beat Hettie and the mother constantly. She was introduced to drugs when she was still just a kid by an older man, first marijuana, then cocaine, and became hooked.”

“You have witnesses for all of this?”

“Yes. I have interviewed the older man who acknowledged his having plied her with drugs when she was, probably, seventeen. The man has died since I interviewed him”—Sandro decided not to mention that it was Red Hardie who had introduced Hettie to drugs.

“If the guy’s dead, what good is he going to do you?” said Quintalian.

“I have other witnesses who can substantiate that information. She has a brother who is a medical doctor—”

“This skel—forgive me for referring to your client as a skel, but under the circumstances and conditions she was found living in—she has a brother who’s a medical doctor?”

“A very prominent one, with a Park Avenue practice,” said Sandro.

“You’re kidding?”

“No, I’m not,” said Sandro.

“His name Rouse?”

“No, he practices under a different name.”

“If he didn’t before, he’d have to now.”

Sandro checked his pad of notes. “He graduated Princeton as an undergrad, went to Brown Medical School, and is a very prominent physician. The fact that he’s a doctor, and she’s who she is, all by itself, is a striking contrast between Hettie and her brother. It underscores the fact that Hettie was not wired correctly from the get go.”

“He’ll get up on the stand and testify?” said Quintalian.

“I’ll subpoena him.”

“Which means you don’t know if you have him,” said Quintalian.

“He’ll testify, all right”—that was a little bit of a stretch—only for the moment—thought Sandro. “He’ll be able to confirm everything on the documents, and vice versa. You know I’m not blowing smoke at you, since you have the same records I do.”

“You want to give me this doctor’s name so I can interview him?”

“Not today,” said Sandro. “I just wanted to launch you on the road to thinking that there is a real basis for the jury not buying into the death penalty. I’m not asking you to give the defendant a medal. I’m not convinced life without parole is a bargain, but, I don’t think that death is called for in this case.”

“Give me the name of the doctor. Let me speak to him,” said Quintalian.

“I’ll get back to you on that. Meanwhile, why don’t you think about it.”

“Not tonight. Tonight’s softball.”

“Good luck. I’ll try and make it to the field.”

“Great.”

Sandro put down the phone and studied his notes and the documents that he had gathered so far. He still needed Hettie’s high school records, but from what Sandro saw in the grammar school records, he was sure that whatever records there were from high school would be almost identical to the ones he already had.

Sandro’s intercom sounded. “Yes?”

“There’s a Doctor Hugh Anthony Reed on the phone, returning your call.”

“Ah, yes.” Sandro picked up his phone. “Dr. Reed?”

“Yes, what is this about, Mr. Luca?” His voice was impatient, supercilious.

“It’s about your sister, Hettie Rouse, Doctor Reed,” Sandro said flatly.

“I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else.”

“Doctor, I’m Hettie Rouse’s attorney. Ms. Rouse is charged with murder—you may have seen newspaper stories concerning the case.”

“I’m not sure that I have,” the Doctor said curtly.

“The District Attorney’s office is seeking the death penalty for Ms. Rouse. As her attorney, I have an obligation to look into her background, in an effort to save her life—saving lives, if I’m not mistaken, is something the Hippocratic Oath describes as a doctor’s mission. I can do myjob the easy way or the hard way. If I subpoena you, and we have to knock heads, you can be required to take the witness stand, and I may have to prove, amongst other things, that Hettie Rouse is your sister. Just as an aside, Hettie has forbidden me to get in touch with anyone in her family, including you. This is not her doing. It’s mine. I only want to talk to you, however, not give you a hard time or embarrass you in any way.”

There was silence on the other end.

“I’ve seen media stories about the incident.” The Doctor’s voice was more conciliatory, resigned.

“What I’ve been told may be wrong, Doctor, if it is, I’ll pack up my notes and not bother you again. You can understand. I have an obligation to at least look into her background. We could meet away from your office, anywhere you say. I’ll come uptown.”

“When would you want to do this?”

He is her brother!” Sandro thought to himself. “Your convenience, Doctor.”

“I have office hours until late, today. Tomorrow, about five?

“Where would you like to meet, Doctor?”

“The bar at the Pierre.”

“See you there, at five, tomorrow,” said Sandro. “You’ll recognize me, Doctor. I’ll be wearing a lawyer’s suit.”

“See you there,” the Doctor said, not the least bit amused.

Dr. Hugh Anthony Reed, elegantly dressed, slim, with dark hair, a brush moustache, and glasses. He was light skinned, with such Caucasian features, that he appeared to be the right-out-of-central-casting, stereotypical paternalistic, white, male physician. As Sandro had predicted, he and the Doctor found each other without much hesitation. They sat at a side table, well away from the bar and the noise.

“Doctor, I realize this must be very difficult for you,” said Sandro.

The Doctor sighed softly as he stared fixedly at the very dry Bombay gin martini he had ordered, slowly twirling the stem of the glass, shaking his head almost imperceptibly as he seemed to be staring into an abyss.

“I have no intention, in any way, to embarrass you.”

“Difficult? Embarrass? No, this is neither difficult or embarrassing,” the Doctor said slowly, a painful grimace souring his handsome face. “Absolute devastation, total ruination is more like it. Here, let me show you something.” The Doctor reached inside his jacket and took out his wallet. “Look at this.” He handed Sandro a picture of an elegant blonde, blue-eyed woman and two matching children. Sandro studied the picture, then looked back at the Doctor who was silently trembling; tears rolled from under his glasses and down his cheeks. “Forgive me,” he said, taking a silk handkerchief from his breast pocket and dabbing away the tears.

“Your wife?” asked Sandro.

The doctor nodded. “The children, twins, are from her previous marriage. I’ve had a vasectomy so that, so that, nothing—” his voice trailed off.

“Your wife doesn’t know that—” Sandro didn’t finish his question when the Doctor began to shake his head. He raised a hand to his forehead to support the weight that had just fallen on him. “Difficult would be easy in this situation,” he said, chuckling ruefully. “This is absolutely impossible. I can’t tell you what this means, to me, what it will do to my life, to them. I might as well commit suicide. I thought seriously about throwing myself under a bus on Fifth Avenue as I walked here.” He glanced at Sandro with lost and desolate eyes.

“Doctor, I hope you understand, I’m just trying to do what I have to do to protect a client facing the death penalty.”

“I understand,” said the Doctor. “I hope that you somewhat understand my situation—at least from my point of view.”

Sandro was torn by this sad spectacle. The Doctor had created his own ‘situation’ by a deception that he had painstakingly and purposely put together one lie at a time, a deception that had totally consumed who he really was, layered with family, medical practice, patients, home, social strata. And now, the entire catastrophe was teetering, about to crash down on top of him. As he gazed at the Doctor, Sandro tried to decipher any similarity in feature, in physical traits—although a completely different color—the Doctor might share with pathetic Li’l Bit. This was the brother, or half brother, of the pathetic little creature who called him Mr. Luke. They were related, grew up together, shared another life, and now lived on different sides of the globe.

The Doctor continued to tremble as he sat in his chair, staring at the martini glass in front of him.

“Doctor, I have a thought that might keep this whole thing from going any further than it already has,” said Sandro.

“If you do, you’re a better man than I. I don’t think you can imagine what thoughts you’ve awakened in me, that are flashing around in my head—I’ve told you, I almost threw myself under a bus just now.”

“I’m sure that’s true—about me not being able to fully imagine what you’re experiencing,” said Sandro.

“You said you have a thought to contain the damage—you must think what a weak, conniving, despicable human being I am. And at this moment, I whole heartedly agree with you.”

“Doctor, I’m a lawyer. Judges and juries make judgments, I don’t.”

“This thought that you have—”

“I’ve been accumulating my client’s—”

“Hettie, Hettie, go ahead, you can say her name. Li’l Bit, isn’t that what the newspapers call her.”

“I’ve been accumulating Hettie’s records, school record, medical records, I spoke to Red Hardie—”

“Red Hardie. Now there’s a name out of the past. I read in the papers the other day that he was killed trying to escape from custody.”

“He was killed, but not trying to escape,” said Sandro. “You knew Red?”

“Of course. Everyone knew Red,” said the Doctor. “I believe he helped my Dad out with my tuition occasionally. My Dad never told me in so many words, but I believe that.”

“Red never mentioned that to me when he spoke of you. He was mightily impressed with your accomplishments, though.”

The Doctor nodded, his thoughts somewhere else for the moment.

“It was Red who explained all I know about Hettie’s life as a child,” Sandro said, trying to get the Doctor’s thoughts back. “He told me about her as a child, the family situation, your mother, your father, a lot of things.”

He watched Sandro, anxious to hear anything that might stop this turmoil in his head. “Everything I have read, every record I have obtained, indicate that Hettie was what we now call “mentally challenged’,” said Sandro.

“I would say that’s correct.”

“On the death phase of the case—unfortunately, on the facts, I don’t think there’s much hope of her not being convicted,” said Sandro. “But there is some hope for the sentencing phase, if I can bring out mitigators, factors that weigh against the heinousness, the insidiousness of the crime. Things like diminished mental incapacity, social ostracism, scarring effects of a childhood that might show that the crime was not one that stemmed from viciousness, but rather from incapacity to understand, to appreciate fully.”

“I understand the concept, Mr. Luca.”

“I’m sure you do. The Assistant D.A. in charge of this case, I don’t think, is so hell bent on seeking the death penalty that he won’t listen to reason, won’t consider the mitigating factors, if they really, objectively exist.”

“Yes?” The Doctor was still waiting to hear how he would be saved.

“With the records that I have, if I could put the icing on the death penalty cake, with a live, respectable witness who knows at first hand that these factors are real, are true, someone who has the professional background to assess the reality of Li’l Bit’s challenged condition, the D.A.’s office might decide not to pursue the death penalty, and agree to life in prison without parole.”

“And you think that my being a sacrificial lamb could be that icing?” said the Doctor. “That’s the thought you have to make my situation go back into the box it flew out of?”

“Not a sacrificial lamb to be exposed and pilloried on the witness stand. Rather, like a heavy-duty weapon I can tell the D.A. I have, standing by, ready, willing, and able to blow a hole in his death penalty case. I’ve already told you, on the facts, I think Hettie’s dead in the water. Therefore, it’s in Hettie’s best interest to plead guilty—but only, only, if the D.A. foregoes the death penalty in exchange for that plea. In order to get him to agree to that disposition, I have to come on like gangbusters to show the D.A. that we have a very strong death phase position. Just so you know I’m not looking to save Hettie and ruin you, I intend to accomplish this with only the Assistant D.A., maybe his supervisor, seeing or knowing who my heavy-duty witness is. If we can make the death penalty phase go away by a show of strength, without the necessity for anything happening in open court, then Hettie’s interests are served, yours are served, I’ve done my job, the entire matter is moot, and everybody goes back about their business.”

“What would I have to do?” asked the Doctor, seeing a glimmer of hope.

“I think if I were able to convey to the D.A. that I spoke to a brother of the defendant, who has signed an affidavit, a powerful affidavit, with background information spelled out, an opinion, both personal and medical, the D.A. might see that the death phase would be a waste of time and energy, and take it off the table.”

“I’d have to put all this in writing?” said the Doctor, his lantern of hope dashed.

“At this moment, Doctor,” said Sandro, “I’m counseling you as if you were my own client. If I put one original affidavit together, making no copies, that the D.A. could read—no signature, no name at the top of it, I wouldn’t even let him keep a copy of it—an affidavit that I would keep in my possession and eyesight at all times, which I take with me after he reads it—you and I can burn it together afterwards if it works—you’ll be out from under, Hettie’ll be out from under, your exposure is limited to one person in the world, the Assistant D.A.”

“Can you trust him?”

“Good planning makes trust superfluous, Doctor.”

“You think your plan is good enough—a bunch of lives are at stake?” said the Doctor.

“With the records we have, with Hettie’s background being what it is, with a powerful affidavit from you—without telling the D.A. anything more than he needs to know—we might be able to carry the day without the need of a death phase, without the need to expose this situation any more than it is at this very moment. If we carry the day, if it works, you’re home free, so is Hettie—well, not exactly free for Hettie—”

“If we don’t?” The Doctor’s face was beginning to fall again.

“It will work,” Sandro said with authority. I’ll make it work, he said to himself.

“You sure?” said the Doctor.

“We’ll put this thing together so solidly, the D.A. won’t have any other choice.”

“I thought I had other people’s lives in my hands at the hospital,” said the Doctor. “Now, I see you have mine and my sister’s—” The Doctor sighed, picking up his glass. “Let’s do it,” he said as he lifted the martini to his lips.


Sandro’s Office : August 21, 1996 : 2:45 P.M.

Sandro sat at his desk, earphones over his ears, listening to tapes that A.U.S.A. Dineen had supplied in connection with Tony Balls’ case. There were seventeen cassettes of ‘pertinent’ conversations (those the Government considered sufficiently damaging to be introduced at trial) recorded in the short but intense intercept which led to the indictment of Tony Balls, Sally Cantalupo, and Uri Mojolevsky, Sascha Ulanov, and several other Russians. Dineen had also supplied Sandro with an additional box of cassettes containing recordings of the balance of intercepted conversations, those the government considered “non-pertinent’ and did not intend to use at trial. In addition, the Government provided rough transcripts of those pertinent conversations.

Title III, the short name of the federal law governing electronic surveillance, was originally intended, among other things, to preserve the privacy of innocent citizens whose voice and conversations might unintentionally be recorded during a court ordered electronic surveillance. Additionally, certain conversations—conversations between a client and a lawyer or clergyman—were considered privileged and not to be listened to or recorded. Calls between a suspect and the telephone company, or the landlord, or the dry cleaner, unrelated to the investigation were designated ‘non-pertinent’, and a monitoring Agent was, according law, required to discontinue listening to that conversation, minimizing unnecessary intrusion.

The cassettes Dineen provided recorded conversations over several target telephones that had been the subject of government surveillance. Those target telephones included a secret home phone that Tony Balls had; another was the public phone on the street near Cantalupo’s office; another one in Billy Legs’ social club.

Tony Balls’ secret phone—which he had installed in his next door neighbor, Lou Spagnola’s house, in order to obtain an extra line without the police or the telephone company knowing it—was officially listed and billed as a second line of the Spagnola family. After the telephone company installed the second line in Spagnola’s, Tony Balls brought in a cousin of a ‘friend’, who worked for a private telephone provider, to run a line from the Spagnola house to Tony Balls’ house. This second line, which apparently was not so secret, was the line over which a substantial number of the ‘pertinent’ calls provided by A.U.S.A. Dineen, were intercepted.

Dineen had also supplied Sandro with the surveillance logs that related to the pertinent calls. The logs were the written records the law required intercepting Agents to keep for each conversation overheard. The logs noted the time and date of each call, the name of the listening Agent, identified the parties to the call, if possible, and gave a short synopsis of the intercepted conversation.

Part of the recorded non-pertinent conversations the government did not intend to use at trial were domestic conversations of Tony Balls’ household, his wife Vickie, and his daughter Theresa talking to friends, relatives, sales solicitors, and wrong numbers.

The length of time it takes for a monitoring agent to determine whether or not a call is pertinent or non-pertinent has been the subject of many court hearings. Often, the agents testify that they could not determine when or if a conversation which appeared at first blush to be non-pertinent—might suddenly turn into a pertinent conversation. That handy logic had served to permit monitoring Agents to listen to the bulk of conversations on any target phone, pertinent or not.

As he listened to the tapes, Sandro kept a tally sheet, categorizing the various conversations, by participants, subject matter, and length. Of the approximate one hundred and ninety-three conversations recorded over Tony Balls’ private line in the span of the intercept, forty-one were between Tony Balls’ daughter and her boyfriend, Skip, as they decided which movie to go to, what time to meet, and the daily ups and downs of the affairs of a young man and his intended bride. All these calls, on the theory that at any moment they could suddenly become drug related, were recorded in their entirety.

There were fifty-two calls between Theresa and her girl friend Betty. Almost every time Theresa spoke with Skip, she immediately called Betty and recounted the entire conversation. Then, the two of them analyzed the conversation in terms of how good a husband Skip would be after they were married; if he was really her one true love; and if any of the other guys Theresa knew might make a better husband.

There were thirty-nine calls—slightly minimized—between Tony Balls’ wife Vickie and the telephone company, the supermarket, various and sundry merchants, dry cleaners, department stores, and friends and relatives. There were twenty-two phone calls between Vickie and her girlfriend Lisa, mother of Theresa’s girlfriend, Annie. Tony Balls and Lisa’s husband were in the same ‘business’. The conversations between Vickie and Lisa were almost duplicates of those between Theresa and Annie; grousing about their mates, their clothes, that they never went anywhere, that their husbands never came home, and when they did, they immediately fell asleep.

To add spice to the dullness of the monitoring Agents’ routine of sitting for hours at recording machines, drinking coffee and eating Danish pastry, there were thirty-one calls recorded in their entirety between Tony Balls’ wife, Vickie, and a hapless fellow named Charlie, who worked at a supermarket somewhere nearby Tony Balls’ house, and who was Vickie’s telephone lover. According to the conversations recorded, Vickie and Charlie never went out with each other, or met alone, because both Vickie and Charlie were deathly afraid of Tony Balls and his temper. Thus, their romance was limited to conversations on the telephone during which they talked dirty to each other, masturbating as they did.

Most of the Vickie-Charlie conversations occurred at night, when they were both alone at their respective homes—Tony Balls would be out prowling the streets; Charlie’s wife Marcie, a waitress, was working at a Brooklyn restaurant; Theresa would usually be out with Skip. The conversations began with Charlie saying Vickie looked nice when she was in the store that day, or commenting about the weather, the events of the neighborhood, and then they would talk about their respective mates being dull and sexless. Finally, the two telephone adulterers would begin to tell each other what they would do to each other if they were together. Charlie would tell Vickie how he would fuck her bent over the kitchen table, pound her on the floor, hump her on the toilet bowl, bang her, bung hole her, stretch her pussy, make her scream with his hand up her ass and cunt at the same time, bang her on the stairs, make her beg, whine, whimper, cry, scream for mercy with his big, red, swollen, dog’s cock jammed in her.

Vickie, in turn, would fill Charlie’s ear with her mouth and her tongue, telling him how she would fuck him, suck him, lick, stick her tongue in or over every part of his body, how she would swallow him, suck him, devour him, sit on his face, piss all over him.

While Vickie and Charlie were thus turning each other on—and amusing the monitoring Agents—with these conversations, their breathing could be heard to get faster, deeper, heavier. They would start to talk louder, faster, as they masturbated together, ending in screaming orgasms.

“I’m coming, I’m coming …”

“Now, now …”

“Oh, yes, yes …”

“Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me …”

“Scream, you bitch, scream …”

“Oh, yes, yes,…”

“I’m ripping your pussy apart with my cock …”

“Oh, oh, ohhhhhhh …”

Then there would be quiet, Vickie would light a cigarette. They would purr at each other over the phone. Invariably, Charlie or Vickie would start describing how exciting it had been, how they were turned on, how great it was to feel that great big cock spurting cum, and they would be off again, through another round of dirty talk, and often another orgasm together while miles apart. In the logs, the agents noted one record score of three orgasms for Vickie, two for Charlie.

The Agents recorded every single word of every one of these obviously non-pertinent conversations. After all, there might be a moment at which Charlie and Vickie would start talking about drugs, and the conversations would become pertinent.

These calls became a topic of conversation among the monitoring agents. They even made bets as to which night such a call might be received, how long it would last, who would have how many orgasms. When the surveillance was terminated, the phone calls were a topic of conversation between the monitoring Agents and Dineen and, after Dineen turned the tapes over to Sandro, between Sandro and Dineen. After Sandro heard the first of these conversations, he inquired if Dineen thought that these conversations manifested a true spirit of minimization. Dineen said he was aware of the conversations—he knew exactly how many calls there were—even how many minutes of such conversations there were. Eventually, all the defense lawyers retained to represent the defendants, knew about the conversations, joked about Vickie and Charlie, treating the same with ribald hilarity. All, that is, except Sandro, who had an obligation to mention these calls to Tony Balls, who was more than humiliated, he was enraged to the point of tearing both Vickie and Charlie apart—except such actions on his part might have caused the topic of the conversations to become more known than they already were.

As to Tony Balls’ own phone conversations, there were few, very few, since Tony Balls was rarely at home. The most that the Government recorded him saying over the phone was that phones were not intended for men to talk on. He then would make an appointment to meet whomever it was that he was talking with, at some locale so they could talk.

Although Tony Balls did not believe phones were intended for talking, telephone conversations between Vickie and Charlie caused Tony Balls—a man, a stand-up man—more embarrassment than anything in his life.


District Attorney’s Office : August 24, 1996 : 3:30 P.M.

“I have my own copy of all this stuff,” Rob Quintalian said to Sandro as he scanned through the school and medical records of Hettie Rouse. “Why are you showing me this?”

“I want to focus you on the Hettie Rouse case, so we can discuss a disposition,” said Sandro.

“What disposition can there be? It’s death, or life without parole. And at the moment you haven’t shown me anything that causes me to tell you we won’t pursue death.”

“That’s what I came to see you about,” said Sandro.

“But, like I said, I’ve already read this stuff. I know she wasn’t bright, and all that, but that still doesn’t change things for me. People who kill are not necessarily rocket scientists, so unless you have something else—”

“I do,” said Sandro, reaching into a folder he had in his open alligator skin attache case. He removed a document.

“What’s this?” said Quintalian.

“First, I want you to tell you a little about Hettie Rouse, a little that you don’t know,” said Sandro. “She has a brother …”

“You told me. He’s a doctor somewhere,” Quintalian nodded indifferently. “What’s he do, work in a clinic in Alabama?”

“No, I told you, he’s a prominent Park Avenue doctor, with a very elite practice. And, for all intents and purposes, he’s white.”

“He’s what?”

“White. He has a white practice, a white wife, white children—step children—and I’ve interviewed him. His opinion, both as a brother and as a medical expert is that Hettie Rouse, his sister, is, and was always, mentally challenged; that her capacity is, and was always, diminished, that her capacity to comprehend right from wrong, or anything else, is, and was, subpar.”

“Let me see that,” said Quntalian, reaching again for the document Sandro held just out of his reach.

“Before I do that, I am giving you a redacted copy. His name is blacked out, so is his signature at the bottom—you guys do that to us all the time. The reason I’m redacting it is that the doctor is reluctant—not unwilling—just reluctant to blow his cover at this time. He has been passing as white for many, many years—”

“How could that be? Hettie Rouse is as dark as the ace of spades,” said Quintalian.

“The reason her father abandoned she and her mother, as I’m sure you already knew,” said Sandro, “is that the father believed, probably rightly so, that Hettie Rouse wasn’t his daughter, that the mother was fooling around and became pregnant from another man. Hettie and the Doctor are probably half brother and sister. But they lived together their entire lives until the brother went off to prep school, I guess around the age of fourteen or fifteen.”

“You telling me that he’s willing to testify to this?” said Quintalian.

“If we can’t work out a disposition, he will—at great, great, personal sacrifice. Coming out of the closet will ruin his life—his wife and kids do not know—it will ruin his practice, he will be sacrificed entirely on the witness chair. But he will do it. And he will confirm the fact that Hettie Rouse has always had diminished capacity. This is a very intelligent, a very impressive man, very well spoken, very dignified. I think his testimony, and his open confession to having passed all these years, the obvious damage that he would be doing to himself by testifying, because it is the right thing for him to do, will, at the very least, evenly balance the jury, which, of course, will result in no death penalty, in life without benefit of parole.”

“Let me see it,” said Quintalian.

Sandro handed Quintalian the affidavit, then reached back down into the folder in his attache case and took out another redacted copy, which he silently re-read along with Quintalian. As Quintalian read, occasionally, he glanced up and across his desk at Sandro, then back down, continuing to read.

“The doctor is willing to take the stand and say all this?” said Quintalian.

“If absolutely necessary.”

Quintalian continued to read. “You say he’s well spoken, dignified, intelligent?” he said without looking up.

“Extremely so,” said Sandro.

Quintalian’s desk phone rang. He let it ring. “Voicemail will answer—” he murmured, continuing to read. At one point, Sandro glanced over. Quintalian’s eyebrows were raised, his head nodding. “You think he’ll make a good witness?”

“You’d be very impressed,” said Sandro. “And, Rob, when the poor bastard has to take the stand, basically, sacrificing his life, his world, by taking the stand, it will come across like a peal of thunder.”

“You know I’ve always been a straight shooter with you, Sandro, because you’ve always been straight with me—I think,” Quintalian smiled slightly. “This affidavit, along with the documents—if he really is, as you say, credible, impressive—”

“If he has to take the stand, you’ll see that he is. He’ll tell the whole story, about himself, his name, that he was passing, the sacrifice he’d be making for her sake—”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it,” said Quintalian. “I’m impressed. Do I get to talk to the Doctor in person, or do I have to buy this pig in a poke?”

“In anticipation that you’d ask that very question, and with no small amount of effort,” said Sandro, “I convinced the Doctor to accompany me here this morning. He’s sitting on one of the metal chairs in what you refer to charitably as a waiting area.”

“He’s here?”

“It wasn’t easy to get him to come down. And I’m going to ask you to be—well, to take it easy on the guy. Maybe we might not agree with him, or the position he’s put himself in, but, whether we like it or not, his life is in our hands as well as Hettie’s. If I’m forced to call him, which I will if I have to, if we put him through this, we are going—rightly or wrongly—to ruin the man’s life, and the lives of his wife and children.”

“Give me some credit for understanding. I’m not totally insensitive, Sandro.”

“I know we didn’t create the situation—it’s his own doing—but for whatever reason, the ruin will hurt as much. You want me to bring him in?”

“Yeah, go ahead.”

Sandro walked out to the reception area and caught the Doctor’s eyes. He grimaced as Sandro signaled for him to go to meet the D.A. “I imagine the District Attorney wants to talk with me,” said the Doctor.

“I don’t think for content. The affidavit speaks for itself. I think he just wants to impress himself with you.”

“I don’t feel very impressive, Sandro—you don’t mind if I call you Sandro?”

“Not at all.” They were walking along the wide corridor that led to Quintalian’s office.

“I think I feel the same being led to Quintalian, as people must have felt being led to the guillotine,” said the Doctor.

“For a prosecutor, he’s a nice guy,” said Sandro. He knocked on Quintalian’s door.

Quintalian scrutinized the Doctor as he entered. “Doctor, Mr. Luca tells me you’re willing to testify on behalf of your sister.” Quintalian aimed his dart right at the heart of the matter.

“Mr. Luca is very convincing.”

“He must be,” said Quintalian, his face softening. He stood and extended his hand to shake the Doctor’s hand. “Thank you for taking the time to come down. Yes, Sandro is an excellent attorney. Your sister is lucky to have him.”

“If he could convince me to come down here and lend my support to—to this matter, I think he can convince anyone of anything,” said the Doctor.

“I imagine that’s so,” said Quintalian, sitting down behind his desk, pointing to a chair for the Doctor. “I’ve read this affidavit,” he said, handing the pages to the Doctor. “The contents of this document are your own words?”

“Oh, yes, quite.”

“You swore to the truth of this document—the original?”

The Doctor gnawing on his bottom lip, nodded.

Quintalian nodded, taking the pages back from the Doctor.

“And you’d be willing to get up on the stand to testify to these facts?”

The Doctor was pensive. “If it were to save the life of a human being. I can’t tell you how difficult it would be, but I would.”

“I’m impressed,” Quintalian said, standing. “I didn’t tip my mitt, there, Sandro, not inadvertently, that is. I realize how difficult this is for you, Doctor, and not wanting you to be entirely on pins and needles, I will tell you that Sandro has made a formidable pitch for your sister. I’m not saying one way or the other, the final decision is up to my boss. But I will tell you, under the circumstances, I’m impressed with the circumstances.” Quintalian reached out his hand to shake the doctor’s hand. “I’ll be in touch with Mr. Luca.”

“Thank you for—for anything you can do for Hettie.”

“Sandro, I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks, Rob.”


Chatham Square : August 25, 1996 : 10:25 A.M.

Since Tony Balls was being charged with selling narcotics, combined with the total hostility of the D.E.A. in the form of Michael Becker, A.U.S.A. Dineen had requested, and the Magistrate Judge had ordered, that Tony Balls be remanded to the Metropolitan Correction Center (M.C.C.) without bail pending the disposition of his case. Now, Tony Balls sat across a table from Sandro Luca in a small counsel visiting room.

“I’m fucked now, right?” Tony Balls said to Sandro with a resigned shrug. He was wearing a baggy orange jump suit and a pair of government issue white sneakers.

“It’s not a hundred percent shoo in,” said Sandro, “but you’ve been around long enough to know they have a pretty solid case against you. They have videotapes with you and Sally Cantalupo—not devastating tapes—but they show you meeting with him in front of the restaurant, appearing to drop something on the ground, him picking something up. They have audio tapes, but the audio tapes are not bad; you hardly say anything on tape.”

“Thank God for little favors.”

“They have the Russians by the balls as far as a narcotics conspiracy is concerned—they haven’t even mentioned, yet, their complicity in killing Red Hardie—tapes, informant, this guy Awgust Nichols is in the Government’s pocket, the whole thing,” continued Sandro. “The conspiracy against them is solid, so the Government will be able to prove a conspiracy without any trouble. As you know, after that, all they have to do is connect you to that conspiracy, even the last link in the chain, and they’ve got you.”

“And then they have me meeting with the Russians down in Coney Island, right?”

“That’s right. And they have you meeting with Sally Cantalupo—”

“So the whole fucking thing goes ‘round in a circle, like one big circle jerk, and like I said, I’m totally fucked, right?”

“If I had a mind to lie to you and tell you no, would you believe me?”

“You ain’t going to lie to me, Sandro, I know that. And more than these Government scum bags having me by the balls as far as the conspiracy is concerned, I fucked myself with my friends, to boot. I can talk to you about this shit. You know the score. I get out of this miserable jail, my hash is fried in the street. Even I don’t get out of it, my hash is fried in the joint as well. Billy Legs’ll have a contract on me, for someone to hit me over the head. Not because of his kid so much, but because I was dealing with that thing, you know what I mean? It was against the rules. Whether someone comes to hurt me or not, I got to be looking over my shoulder every minute, worrying that someone is going to try, which is not such a good way to live the rest of my life. And to top it off, I’m a fuckin’ laughin’ stockin’ because of those tapes with my wife. Minca, those dopey fuckin’ tapes. She didn’t do nothin’ with the guy, but still—” Tony Balls voice trailed off in disgust and resignation.

Once again, Sandro felt helpless to help a client, which was a feeling he detested. He had felt the same way a few short weeks ago when he visited Red Hardie in this same M.C.C.

“You think this scumbag Becker wants to talk to me?” said Tony Balls, looking squarely at Sandro.

“Talk to you, like you cooperating?” said Sandro, taken aback.

“Yeah, like me cooperating. You think he’ll want to talk to me?”

“Are you serious?” said Sandro.

“I’m fucked, right? Inside or out, I’m a fuckin’ laughin’ stockin’ cornud, because of them tapes, right? I gotta live like a hunted rat, inside or out. I disgraced myself. So what the fuck I got to lose? I can only win, right?”

“Are you telling me that you want me to talk to Becker, tell him that you want to cooperate?” said Sandro.

“It can’t hurt to know all our options, right?”

After Sandro left the M.C.C, he contacted Michael Becker and inquired if he’d be interested in having Tony Balls cooperate. Becker was at first skeptical, then delighted with Sandro’s inquiry. He was the more delighted, because he gloated over the fact that he brought down, humbled, and now wanted to humiliate the audacious, preening, smart ass, fresh mouthed Tony Balls. Becker told Sandro absolutely, he’d be very interested in speaking to Tony Balls. If he was willing to sign a cooperation agreement—which meant full cooperation, including testimony in open court—there was a certain amount of help that the Government would extend to him. Sandro made an appointment to meet with Dineen, the D.E.A. and Tony Balls.

At the United States Attorney’s office, Dineen met Sandro at the reception desk, then led him to a small conference room. Michael Becker and Pete Mulvehill were already there. Tony Balls was not.

“Your client will be here in a minute,” said Dineen. “Agent Geraghty went over to the M,C.C. for him. You surprised us when you called,” he added. “Nobody thought Tony Balls would be interested in cooperation.”

“How low the mighty have fallen,” chortled Becker. He was beaming, anticipating the joy of seeing Tony Balls, brought to heel, seeing Tony Balls grovel before the majesty of the law.

Marty Geraghty opened the conference room door. Tony Balls, in his orange jump suit, was behind him. He sat next to Sandro, across the table from Dineen and Becker.

“Hello, Tony,” said Becker with a triumphal smile.

“Hello, Mr. Becker,” said Tony Balls quietly.

“I’m Assistant United States Attorney Dineen,” began Dineen. “You know Supervisor Becker. This is Pete Mulvehill, D.E.A., and, you know Marty Geraghty.” There were nods all around the table. “Mr. Luca has advised us that you might be willing to cooperate with the Government in connection with your indictment, is that correct?”

“If you guys need help, so do I,” said Tony Balls. His attitude was a quiet, subdued contrition.

“You willing to testify in open court?” said Becker, leaning forward, “because without that—”

“Let me handle this, if you don’t mind, Mike,” Dineen cut in.

“I just want to make sure that this, this—” Becker glared at Tony Balls, venom, almost literally, dripped from his lips.

“Let’s take it easy,” said Dineen calmly. “I know there’s been some bad blood here. But if Mr. Spacavento wants to assist the Government, the Government is very interested in all that he might have to tell us.”

“I apologize to you, Mr. Becker, if I gave you a hard time,” Tony Balls said softly, looking directly in Becker’s eyes.

Becker’s bony nose and lips twitched with a dislike he tried very hard to contain as he stared directly back toward Tony Balls. “Apology not accepted,” spat Becker, almost childishly.

“Look, I came here to try to cooperate, okay? I apologized. That’s as far as I can go. I ain’t here to give any of youse a blow job.”

“Let’s keep it calm,” said Dineen, looking at Tony Balls, then Becker. “If you sincerely want to cooperate, the Government is more than happy to have you do so. But, let me advise you of this, your cooperation has to be complete, completely truthful, and you can’t hold anything back. You have to be willing to tell us everything that you’ve done, practically take a bath, because if we can’t trust you, if we feel you’re holding back anything, then we can’t use you. Are you willing to cooperate fully and completely?”

“Yeah. Let’s get it going,” said Tony Balls. His entire mien was one of abject surrender.

“You’re willing to testify against the Russians?” said Dineen.

“If you want.”

“And Sally Cantalupo?”

“If you want me to.”

Dineen pursed his lips, nodding. “Let’s get started at the beginning.” Thereafter, Dineen asked Tony Balls questions, and Tony Balls responded, about the case, about Sally Cantelupo, about his own background, all of which questions Tony Balls answered openly and candidly. Sandro was amazed at what he was hearing come from Tony Balls’ mouth. While Dineen didn’t start to de-brief Tony Balls concerning organized crime, Sandro was sure that at the next session, there was no question but that the Government was going to milk Tony Balls dry—the subject of the associations that Tony Balls had in organized crime was going to be a major subject of discussion.

After about an hour and fifteen minutes of Dineen asking questions and Tony Balls giving complete and open answers, Sandro said:

“I have a matter in the Eastern District at 1:30. I didn’t anticipate that this was going to go on so long.”

“Would you have any objection if we continued in your absence?” said Dineen, “We’re going along so well.”

“I really would prefer that we do this when I’m present,” said Sandro.

“Could you come back after you finish in court? How long are you going to be tied up?” said Dineen.

“I don’t think it’ll be long. It’s a plea in front of the Magistrate.”

“Maybe we could reconvene, say around two-thirty? Would that be feasible?” Dineen asked Sandro.

Sandro looked at Tony Balls. Tony Balls shrugged. “I guess that would be possible. Depending on how long it takes in court.”

“Let’s tentatively say we’ll come back here at two-thirty. If something comes up, call us,” said Dineen.

“I’d like to ask you a favor,” Tony Balls said to Dineen.

“What’s that? If we can accommodate you—”

“I always wear my scapula medals, and my St. Jude. When I got arrested, I didn’t have them on, because I took them off the night before and put them on the night-stand in my house.”

“What’s a scapula medal?” said Dineen.

“That’s a—it’s hard to explain,” said Geraghty. “It not really a medal, they’re like cloth prayers, prayer things, on string, it goes over your head, one goes in the back, one in the front. Is that what you’re talking about?” he said to Tony Balls.

“That’s it. I don’t know if you guys believe me, but I’m religious. Down beneath this gruff exterior, is a guy that’s deeply religious. I’d like, since we got some time, to have someone take me home—it’ll take twenty minutes—so I can and get my scapulas and my St. Jude. It’s very important to me.”

“What is this, a joke?” said Becker.

“I don’t know that anyone’s religious beliefs are a joke,” said Sandro.

“I’m not talking about religious beliefs, I’m talking about being a car service for this—this, mug.”

“Look,” said Sandro, “is there any doubt that Tony has been open and truthful this morning? Is there any doubt that the information that he’s given, and is going to give this afternoon, is singular and significant?”

“Can’t you have your wife bring them to the M.C.C.?” said Dineen.

“She can’t give them to me. They got rules and channels. I wouldn’t get them for a month, if that. And, I tell you the truth, St Jude is my guide, he walks with me through thick and thin. I need him to get me through what we’re going through. I don’t know about you, but this is very difficult for me. Cooperating is going against my whole way of life, my whole life.”

“Can’t someone go to your house and pick them up?”

“No one is home. My wife and kid work,” said Tony Balls. “Look, if it can’t be done while we wait for Sandro to get back, it can’t be done. But I don’t think I want to go on without my medals, not today, anyways. I’m beggin’ you, please. I want to do this thing, but it’s hard, real hard.”

“Michael, would you permit two of your men to take Tony to his house, just to pick up the medals, and bring him back?” asked Dineen.

“Are we all crazy here?” said Becker.

“Let me talk to you a minute, outside,” Dineen said to Becker. Once outside the room, Dineen said to Becker, “this is probably the most frank and open channel to organized crime that you’ve had for a long time. I know it is for me. I’m not even talking about this case. I’m talking about a direct line to whatever organized crime is still out there. It could be stupendous. Another Joe Valachi. And you want to shut the door because of a couple of religious medals.”

“If you want to, it’s up to you. You’re the boss,” said Becker exasperated.

Geraghty and Castoro took Tony Balls, in his baggy orange jumpsuit, sneakers, and handcuffs, to Sunnyside. There was a spare front door key under a rock on the front lawn. Geraghty retrieved the key, and Tony Balls clumsily opened the door. Both Geraghty and Castoro accompanied him inside the house, and up the stairs. They stood outside the door watching Tony as he went into his bedroom. They watched him retrieve scapula pads and a gold St. Jude medal, and put them around his neck.

“Can I go to the john?” he asked, nodding his head toward a door to the side of the master bedroom.

“I’ll check it out,” said Castoro.

“You think, maybe I had somebody stashed in my bathroom waitin’ for this moment?”

“You never know,” said Castoro. He looked inside the bathroom, into the medicine cabinet, opened the door under the sink, looked out the window, then nodded his head. Tony Balls went into the bathroom and shut the door behind him. Once inside, Tony Balls stood silent for a few moments, then flushed the toilet. He turned one of the faucets in the sink full blast, letting the water splash noisily. He wriggled the two arms of the toilet paper holder until it came out of the wall. Inside the recess, there was a wash cloth wrapped around a .38 caliber snub-nosed revolver. Tony Balls opened the cylinder. There were five live shells in the cylinder.

“Hey, you fall in or something?” said Geraghty, knocking hard on the door three times. He twisted the handle from side to side. “Open up!”

“Yeah, yeah, okay,” said Tony Balls hurriedly. He opened the button front of his jump suit and placed the revolver inside his under pants, rebuttoning the jump suit. He opened the door.

“What’s the hell’s going on in here?” said Geraghty, looking around inside the bathroom.

“I hadda jerk off,” scoffed Tony Balls.

Castoro laughed.

The three men re-entered the government vehicle and drove back toward the city. It was now about 1:15 P.M. The entire trip had taken forty minutes, so far. After they crossed the Brooklyn Bridge, Geraghty drove the vehicle up to Chatham Square, and was about to make a left toward Pearl Street and St. Andrews Plaza where the United States Attorney’s office was located.

“Would you guys let me make a call to my wife?”, Tony Balls said from the back seat.

“Hey, Tony, not for nothing,” said Castoro.

“What’s the big fucking deal? There’s a phone booth right there, fifteen feet away.” He nodded toward a booth on the island in the middle of Chatham Square.

“Give us a break, will you?”

“Give me a break. One fuckin’ phone call. Come to the door with me, both of you, stand there right outside the booth.”

“Use the portable phone here in the car.”

“Can’t I have a little privacy? Come with me, stand outside the booth. Where the fuck am I going to go in an orange jumpsuit and handcuffs?”

“Make it quick. Go with him,” Geraghty said to Castoro. “Don’t try any funny shit, Tony.”

“My days of being funny are over,” he said as he exited the car. Castoro held him by the elbow as they walked to the phone booth.

Chatham Square is in the middle of Chinatown, on the fringes of Little Italy. The phone booth was red, with green metal work on the top making it look like a small pagoda.

“You got a quarter?” he said to Castoro.

“How you fixed for socks and underwear?”

“I’ll give it back to you from my commissary money,” Tony Balls said, taking the quarter from Castoro with his cuffed hands. He shut the folding door of the phone booth behind him, took the receiver off the hook and let it dangle as he tried to put the coin in the slot of the phone. Tony Balls dropped the quarter. “Fuck me,” he spat aloud, squatting, opening the door with his rear end, as he tried to pick up the coin. He put it back in the slot angrily. Then picked up the receiver to listen if he had a dial tone. Suddenly, the phone made a clicking nose, and the quarter dropped down into the coin reservoir, eating the quarter.

“Son of a fuckin’ bitch,” Tony Balls said angrily. The resignation, the abject contrition of his session with the Government suddenly disappeared, as he began to take his fury out on the telephone. He hit the coin return button several times, vigorously, violently. The coin dropped down into the coin return. He took the coin and reached up to put it into the coin slot again He quickly moved his cuffed hands down and pulled at his crotch. When he had reached up to place the coin in the slot, the revolver in his underwear almost dislodged. He moved the weapon—seeming to be scratching his private parts—then pushed the operator button.

A female operator answered the line. “Thank you for using A.T&T. May I help you?”

“I want to make a collect call—7-1-8-2-7-7-3 …”

“Collect calls may be dialed directly,” said the operator. “Just push zero before the number.”

“Dial it for me, operator? I can’t dial the phone.”

“Sorry, sir, you must make that call directly yourself,” the voice repeated.

“Fuckin’ nigger bitch,” Tony Balls exploded into the black plastic, pounding a finger down on the disconnect bar several times rapidly. When he released the disconnect, there was no dial tone.

“Scum bag,” hissed the angry operator’s voice from the other end.

“Get off the fuckin’ phone, you miserable cunt,” Tony Balls screamed, jamming down the disconnect bar again, holding it down forcefully. Castoro, outside the booth, looked quizzically at Tony Balls. Tony Balls released the disconnect bar; there still was no dial tone. “Piece of shit,” the operator’s voice said.

“You nigger—you ought to get cancer.” Tony Balls stepped back, flinging the tethered phone receiver as hard as he could against the glass side of the booth. The receiver bounced off the glass, and hit Tony Balls in the jaw. In sheer anger he pulled the phone booth door open then slammed it violently closed, pulled it open again, slammed it closed again as hard as he could.

“What the fuck’s going on, Tony?” said Castoro, taken aback by what he was watching.

“Fucking operator!”

Two Chinese men walking together stopped to watch the strange man in orange raging inside the phone booth.

“Mind your fuckin’ business, you dumb chink bastards,” Tony shouted at the two men. They said something to each other in Chinese, walked a few steps, then stopped again to stare.

“Get the fuck out of here,” Tony Balls bellowed.

Castoro signaled Geraghty to join him. People on the sidewalks on the far side of Chatham Square heard the shouting and began to look around.

“We don’t need this shit, Tony,” said Geraghty.

“It’s okay. I’m okay,” Tony Balls said to Castoro and Geraghty, visibly calming himself. “The fuckin’ operator was fuckin’ me around. I’m cool. Let me just finish my phone call.”

An old Chinese woman carrying a shopping bag in each hand approached the booth and tried to enter behind Tony Balls.

“Hey, hey,” Tony Balls shouted, “This is my booth. Emergency.” The woman stopped, staring at the weird man in the strange clothing. Tony Balls pushed the folding door closed behind him.

The woman peered through the glass panels of the door, complaining in Chinese to the two Agents.

Tony Balls punched the zero button, then the buttons for his wife’s work number as rapidly as he could. He waited impatiently. “Come on, come on, you operator bitch …” A tone sounded on the other end. “Come on, come on,” Tony shouted aloud again.

“A.T. ’n T, Eric speaking,” said a man’s voice. “May I help you?”

“Collect call,” exclaimed Tony Balls. “Jesus, now a fuckin’ faggot for an operator.”

“You’ll have to tell me if you have a name, sir,” said the voice sarcastically.

“Tony, Tony!”

“You don’t have to shout, Tony, my ears are very capable of hearing, I assure you,” said the voice.

“Get me my fucking number, this is an emergency,” Tony Balls demanded.

“Anyone who answers, Tony?”

“Yeah, yeah, anyone.”

“Just a moment, Ton y,” the voice elongated the name tauntingly.

“You wuz here, you wouldn’t be such a smart ass little faggot,” Tony Balls said as he listened to the phone ring. He heard his wife Vickie say hello.

“Vickie, Vickie …”

“This a collect call from Tony the pig to anyone …”

“What?”

“Get the fuck off the phone, you fag hard on,” shouted Tony Balls.

“… will you accept the charges?”

“Tony, that you? What’s the matter?” Vickie said rapidly.

“Will you accept the charges, madam?”

“Yeah, yeah, of course. Tony, what’s the matter, Tony?”

“Fucking faggot,” Tony shouted into the phone.

“Up yours,” said the operator.

The old Chinese woman moved around to another side of the booth, peering inside. She put down one of her shopping bags and hit the glass panel feebly with a frail fist, a continual flow of Chinese issuing from her almost toothless mouth.

“I just hadda call you,” said Tony Balls.

“What’s that shoutin’?”

“Some old Chinese dame outside.”

“I can hardly hear you. Tell her to shut up or something. Where are you that a Chinese lady’s shouting?”

Tony Balls pulled open the door of the booth. “Shut the fuck up,” he shouted at the woman.

“Hey, Tony,” said Castoro.

“Give me a fuckin’ break, okay?” he said as he slammed the door shut again.

“I don’t have time, Vickie,” Tony Balls said into the phone.

“What’s wrong? What is it?”

“It’s just all over. It’s just finished …”

“Talk louder, Tony, I can’t understand you.”

“I just wanted you to know that I love you anyways, Vickie,” he shouted. “I’m sorry I wasn’t a better husband. I’m sorry about everything, and I forgive you for what you done to me.”

“About what? What the hell are you talkin’ about Tony?”

“It’s all over. My whole fuckin’ life. I’m mala figura. Nobody, none of the people, my friends, will talk to me. All they do is laugh at me. Those fuckin’ phone calls on the tapes, you and that fuckin’ disgusting piece of shit, Charlie, whoever he is, him and you, doing disgusting things. And everybody knows. Everybody. Jesus! And Billy Legs! He’s got guys in the Can looking to bust my head if they find me. I can’t go nowhere. And wherever I go, people laugh at me. It’s finished. It’s over. It’s all over. Finud.”

“Tony, stop. Take it easy. Okay, you, we got some troubles, so what? So I was listening to some piece of shit making dirty phone calls. I wasn’t foolin’ around with him. Not with nobody. Nobody’s like you, Tony. I was just lonely. Christ. I’m as ashamed as you are. More! We’ve had troubles before. You’ve had cases before. It’ll blow over.”

“Not this other thing, with Sally. That was against the rules. Against the rules. Everybody knows the rules. And that’s against the rules. Out and out. No excuses. I know that. And now, because of it, this fuckin’ babagna, the spiru come and get me—that’s who’s got me now—I’m turned into a rat, a fucking rat!”

“You’re not a rat Tony. Everybody knows that.”

“I am now, Vickie. Can you imagine? The government wants to know about me, about babagna, about Russians, next they’re going to be asking me about my friends. You know that’s where this is going. No question. That’s where this is going. It’s all over, Vic, all of it, over!”

“Tony, you can talk to Billy—”

“No, I can’t. What I done is unforgivable. That’s the way it is.” Tony cradled the phone between his neck and shoulder as he reached his two cuffed hands into the front of his jump suit. He felt the small handle of the .38 revolver.

“You been friends with Billy all your life. Okay. You made a mistake—”

“This is a mistake that people like me oughta know better than.”

“You know, they know, those friends of yours, that everybody’s doin’ it. Everybody’s doing drugs. Johnny G’s brother done it. Those rules, they were written for the dinosaurs.”

“They’re still the rules,” said Tony balls. His fingers rubbed the smooth metal of the weapon inside his jump suit.

“Those rules of yours are a lot of old Moustache Pete bullshit, Tony. That’s what those rules are. They don’t put nothing in your pocket. Not in mine. Not in yours. We had to live. We needed the money. Don’t do nothin’ because of the phone calls. I made a mistake Tony, a mistake. But I didn’t do nothin’ with nobody, Honey. You know that from the calls. It was just stupid talk.”

“Not so much the drugs. Not the calls, either. Not Sandro—listen, be sure to give Sandro back his brief case. And his pen. The briefcase is in the bedroom, next to my side. The pen is inside. It’s important.”

“Okay, I’ll call him and tell him I got it.”

“And now they want to know about Russians. What the hell do I know about Russians? Because some rat they’re using tells them about Russians, and they see me with them once or twice, they think I know something. But it’s not that, either. It’s Billy’s kid. I’m indicted, in a conspiracy with Billy Legs’ kid! And we’re gonna go to the Can. He’s going to the Can. And I’m going to get killed in the Can because of it. One way or the other, it’s all over Vickie, no matter where I turn, don’t you see? It’s all over.”

“Sandro will work something out …”

“Nothing can be done. It’s all fuckin’ over!” Tony Balls shouted as he pulled the revolver from his jumpsuit. Geraghty and Castoro jumped back when they saw the weapon. They took out their own weapons.

“Come out of there, Tony,” commanded Geraghty.

Tony Balls turned his back on the two Agents, wedging himself back against the middle of the door to the phone booth so the Agents couldn’t open it.

“I shoulda kept the kid as far away from it as possible. I just didn’t think. It’s my fault. It’s my fault,” shouted Tony Balls. “The kid’s going to the Can because of me. Billy’s right. He oughta break my fuckin’ legs, my head. If it was my kid, I’d do the same thing.”

“Put the gun down and come out of there, Tony!” Geraghty commanded again. The two agents were on either side of the phone booth, pointing their weapons at Tony Balls.

“Who’s that shouting now?” said Vickie.

“It’s not important, Vickie. It’s all over. Don’t you understand? I’m a laughin’ stockin’. I’m a fuckin’ laughin’ stockin’. My whole life is in the shit house.”

“Everything can be straightened out, Tony. I’ll come to see you. We’ll talk about it. We’ll talk to Billy. Things happen. People in this life do stupid things sometimes. I’ll call his wife, Rosie. She’ll talk to Billy.”

“He ain’t goin’ to listen to no women, not in this thing.”

“Talk to me, Tony. Nothin’ is that bad, Tony. Nothin’.”

Tony was looking at the revolver. He heard voices. Vickie’s voice. The Agents. The Chinese lady. A couple of passersby stopped to watch the two men pointing weapons at the man inside the little pagoda.

“Tony?”

“Tell Theresa … tell Theresa that her Daddy loves her … tell her …” Tears choked Tony’s voice.

“Tony? Tony? What the hell are you talkin’ about?”

“I can’t live like a mala figura A disgratiad. It’s all over. It’s my fault. You stupid, son of a bitch …” he shouted at his reflection on the inside of the glass of the phone booth. Tony lifted the revolver, jamming it hard, angrily against his right temple, simultaneously pulling the trigger. A loud sound, like the backfire from a truck, echoed across Chatham Square.

“Tony?” Vickie shouted.

People on the far sidewalk continued to walk, the lights on the restaurant across the street from the little pagoda phone booth were still flashing yellow and red Chow Mein, men were still talking at the newsstand on the far side of the square, traffic flowed across the intersection. But near the pagoda, the old Chinese lady had stopped talking. The two Agents lowered their weapons as Tony Balls’ body inside the phone booth slid down slowly, his back smearing red liquid on the inside of the glass as it descended, pressed against the inside of the door.

“Tony. Tony. Answer me, Tony.”


21 Club : August 27, 1996 : 5:15 P.M.

The 21 Club on 52nd Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues (Sixth Avenue is actually named the Avenue of the Americas, which no New Yorker, with hardly the time to wait for a traffic light to jay walk, calls it) has been one of the most exclusive restaurant-bars in New York City since Prohibition. Surrounded by a tall iron fence, with colorfully painted iron jockey statues on either side of the entrance, customers are ushered into a foyer, immediately beyond which is the sanctum sanctorum, a small dining area where the elite sit at small, red checkered cloth covered tables. To the right of that sanctum is a much larger area with a long wooden bar across one side of the room. The entire ceiling over the bar and the large dining area is filled with hanging models of planes, ships, signs, flags, and other memorabilia. While the decor and the table cloths appear the same in both areas, for those who are ‘in’, anything beyond the sanctum is Siberia.

The bar was filled with the sound of two deep, shoulder to shoulder, men and women, drinking, smoking, laughing, chattering, letting off steam at the end of their work day or warming up for an evening on the town.

“What’s yours?” a cheery faced bartender with a bow tie and a bright vest to said to Michael Becker over the heads of the bar crowd.

“Stoli, rocks, and—” he turned to Awgust Nichols.

“Alize.”

The bartender nodded and put two glasses on the bar.

“You wanted certain things to happen. I would think that at this point, everything should be pretty much falling into line according to your expectations?” Becker said to Nichols.

“Here you go”, said the bartender, passing the drinks to someone in the crowd at the bar, who in turn, handed them to Becker. “That’ll be seventeen,” called the bartender.

“All’s starting to come together,” replied Nichols, taking a twenty out and passing it hand to hand, toward the bartender. “Keep it. However—”

“Thank you, gents,” the bartender smiled, looking toward his next customer.

“Let’s just enjoy the drink for a minute—no business. We’ll take a walk when we finish our drinks and talk.”

“Cool,” said Awgust, nodding, looking at all the suits and skirts sitting at the tables, or crowding the bar. “Some joint.”

“Never been here before?” said Becker.

“No. I heard of it. Who hasn’t?”

“It used to be a speakeasy, in the old days,” said Becker.

“Really?”

“Used to drink downstairs—there are still secret rooms down there, behind the walls. Prohibition went out the window, and all the drinkers came upstairs. I think some of these characters have been standing in the same place at the bar ever since.”

Nichols laughed. “This fancy joint, used to be a speakeasy? Right in the middle of town?”

“Right here. Downstairs. Would you like to take the tour?”

“What’s the tour?” said Nichols.

“They have a tour of the hidden rooms. For a twenty, Paco, one of the Captains’ll take us around.”

“Yeah, hey, I’d like to check that out,” said Nichols.

Becker motioned to the bartender for another. Nichols nodded for another, as well. “We’ll finish our drinks, and then I’ll get Paco to take us.”

“Cool.”

“Notice how thick the walls are,” said Paco, one of the tuxedoed Captains from the floor. He stood in front of Becker and Nichols in a corridor of the cement walled cellar. “Go ahead, hit the walls.”

Nichols tapped the side of his fist on the cement wall. “Mmmm, pretty solid.”

Paco took a small, solid rubber headed mallet that hung from a nail nearby. “Here, hit it with this.”

Nichols took the mallet and gave the wall an easy hit. He nodded appreciatively. Paco took the mallet and gave the wall a substantial hit. The sound was dead solid.

“They had to be solid, thick,” said Paco. “When the prohibition agents came down, they wouldn’t be fooled by walls that were paper thin or hollow sounding.”

“There’s something behind this wall?” said Nichols. “How’d anybody move it?”

“Watch,” said Paco. He reached up to a nail that protruded from the side of the wall above their heads. Pulling on the nail-head, Paco removed a long, thin shaft of sturdy, flexible metal, about three feet long. Raising the metal to a small imperfection in the cement, Paco inserted the metal shaft deep into the imperfection. When the metal shaft penetrated almost its entire length, there was a click, and the wall—about twenty inches thick—swung. “The wall is hinged, on very heavy hinges, like a bank vault. With the wall in place, no one would know there’s something behind it. When the mechanism is tripped, the wall swings open.”

Behind where the wall had been, there were wooden booths, a small table, a bar against a wall, bottles of booze on shelves behind the bar. “All the comforts of home away from home,” smiled Paco.

“Wow!” said Nichols, walking around the small drinking area. “Anybody ever busted down here, when they had Prohibition?”

“Probably,” Paco shrugged.

“Imagine, in the old days, people bein’ put in the Can for supplyin’ bathtub gin down here, and nowadays everybody’s doing it legally upstairs, right over our heads. Nobody gets busted for makin’ illegal booze anymore, do they?” Nichols asked Becker.

“Why would a bootlegger bother; nobody’d drink bathtub stuff when they can go to their local liquor store and buy all the Seagrams or Stoli they want, cheaper than a bootlegger could make it.”

Nichols laughed. “If drugs ever became legal, the Cocaine Corporation of America’d put The Brotherhood out of business.”

“That’s not going to happen, Mr. Nichols, not going to happen,” said Becker, shaking his head.

“Maybe. The people with prohibition probably never thought booze was going to be legal again,” said Nichols.

“Big business is already into drugs—”

“Say what?”

“You didn’t let me finish,” said Becker. Big business is involved in keeping drugs exactly as they are: illegal. Every government in the world spends billions on drug enforcement; almost half of every police force in the world, every court system, every jail system, which means every weapons manufacturer, every car company, oil company, food processing companies, all have an interest in keeping things exactly the way they are.”

“Now that you put it that way,” said Nichols.

“Let’s have one more upstairs, for old times sake,” said Becker.

“I’ll drink to that,” said Nichols. “Paco, if you’ll lead the way.”

“My pleasure, gentlemen.” Paco deftly snared a twenty from Nichols, pushed the wall-door back into place, slid the shaft of metal back into the hole in the wall, and preceded the two men to the stairs going up.


Bensonhurst: August 28, 1996 : 7:30 P.M.

“This is bizarre,” Sandro said to Tatiana as they drove toward the Prospero Funeral Parlor in Bensonhurst, “a wake and a memorial service for two friends on the same night.”

“I am very sorry,” Tatiana said, rubbing Sandro’s shoulder as he drove. “It is bad enough when one person is gone, but two at the same time is terrible.”

“What makes it stranger is that both their deaths occurred by other than natural means, both had to do with drugs, and both had something to do with Russians.”

“I know about Red Hardie and the Russians. But why do you think Tony’s death”—Tatiana refused to use Tony Balls’ entire sobriquet—“had anything to do with Russians?”

“I talked to his wife on the phone, to offer her any help. You know he shot himself while they were having a telephone conversation—”

“That’s horrible.”

“Tony told Vickie that the D.E.A. picked him up because an informant put the D.E.A. onto some Russians, and while following the Russians around, they observed Tony Balls and decided to start following him.”

They were now near the funeral home where Tony Balls was laid out. Sandro parked the car about a block away. “See the men standing in front of the funeral parlor,” Sandro asked as they walked toward the entrance. Tatiana nodded. “They’re friends.”

“I would think that Tony’s friends would come.”

“I don’t mean friends, in the ordinary sense of the word. I mean friends from the life that he led, from what the police would call organized crime.”

“These people are criminals?” asked Tatiana.

“At least the police think they are. And see across the street, there are two vans, one at each end of the block?”

Tatiana turned her gaze across the street from the funeral parlor, nodding.

“Inside are D.E.A. agents or Task Force agents,” said Sandro, “taking pictures of all the people who arrive, and of these men on the sidewalk.”

“These are old men” Tatiana said as they walked closer to the entrance to the funeral parlor.

“Dinosaurs, men who used to roam large in the world, relics of the past”

“How can it be a secret if you know about it?” Said Tatiana.

“Everyone knows about it,” said Sandro. “These men on the sidewalk are no longer dangerous organized criminals—but they like to think they are, The Agents are not spying on criminal activity of any importance, but they like to think they are. This is just a game.”

“Why do they play, if everyone knows it is a game?”

“The friends play because it makes them feel like they’re still important. The Agents play because the Agents have no capacity to infiltrate, put a mole inside the Russian or Chinese or Arab gangs, so their bosses have them continuing the same old investigation of the same old men over and over. This way, the public thinks they’re really earning their pay check, staying on top of things, when in fact, they’re just watching old men die away.”

“Why aren’t these Agents into the war on drugs instead?” said Tatiana.

“The war on drugs is like a boat,” said Sandro. “You know what a boat is, don’t you.”

“I’m sure you’re going to tell me,” smiled Tatiana.

“A boat is just a hole in the ocean that you throw your money into. We’ve been pouring billions of dollars into some socalled war on drugs, and what’s happening? Hidden drugs brought in every day, in furniture, couriers who swallowed condoms of it, crime, violence, illegal money from drugs going out, every day; some of it is seized, most of it is not. Every time they arrest two, two more money hungry creeps take up the business because there’s so much money in it. What’s really stupid is that Joe Galiber’s bill—to legalize drugs—would put drug trafficking in the same memory bank as Prohibition—overnight. They can’t make money at it, they’re not going to do it.”

“What about all the people who have their heads all, you know—who put those things up their noses,” asked Tatiana. “Legalizing drugs isn’t going to change them—they’ll still need drugs, so they’ll find someone else to buy it from.”

“They’ll be able to get drugs, legally, at reasonable prices, just like we buy vodka. Those who overdo it, will be medical problems, like alcoholics, not criminals. Bobby Kennedy once posed a question: if you have a choice between injustice or disorder, which would you pick?”

Tatiana thought. “I don’t know. Which?”

“In an orderly society, we can deal with injustice. If there’s disorder, we can’t deal with anything.”

“What does that have to do with drugs?” asked Tatiana.

“Where you have trafficking, you have disorder, crime, you can’t deal with the addicts. If we were to eradicate trafficking, we’d have an orderly atmosphere where we could deal with addicts, help them, cure them—maybe. At least we wouldn’t have trafficking.”

Tatiana nodded, not totally convinced, but pensive. “Why are people against legalizing it, then?”

“For the same reason traffickers traffic—money. Fighting drugs is as big a business as smuggling drugs.”

“This is crazy,” said Tatiana.

“It is indeed, and we are condemned to endure it.”

“Hello, Counselor,” nodded a couple of the men on the sidewalk in front of the funeral parlor.

“Hello.”

“Smile for the camera, Miss,” one of the men said to Tatiana.

The others laughed.

One of the men made a vulgar gesture toward the vans.

They laughed again.

Within the funeral parlor, the atmosphere was both somber and ostentatious. Somber because the women of Tony Balls’ family, his wife Vickie and daughter Theresa—Flor, of course, was not there; she would have to mourn and be comforted by her friends elsewhere—were distraught as they sat in a front row of chairs, comforted by a phalanx of other women, all entirely in black, receiving the condolences of relatives and friends. Ostentatious because elaborate flower arrangements were continually arriving, filling the front and side walls of Parlor A, and spilling over into empty Parlor B. The friends, after paying momentary, awkward respect as they stared in silence at the casket, trying to see if the gun shot wound was visible, inspected the collection of flower pieces, first to see if the flower piece they contributed was elaborate and prominent enough, then to see who else sent which flowers. After that, the friends went out to the sidewalk to mingle, smoke, reminisce, and to hurl insults at the government vans.

Vickie Spacavento, who had married Tony when she was 17, was seated as a continual line of visitors approached her chair and offered their condolence.

“I’m very sorry,” Sandro said as he approached Vickie.

“Thank you for coming,” she said blandly, apparently groggy from being at the funeral parlor greeting mourners for the third day. She looked up momentarily. “Oh, it’s you, Sandro. My God, I didn’t even recognize you.” She stood and hugged him, kissing him on the cheek. “Don’t mind my breath, I haven’t—”

“Vickie, please—If there’s anything I can do to help.”

“You were always a good friend—” She glanced at the casket and shook her head sadly. “He knew you could take care of anything for him. Why, Tony, why did you do this to us?” she said softly toward Tony Balls. “Sandro could have taken care of this.”

Vickie shook Tatiana’s hand. “Thank you for coming. You’re Sandro’s friend?”

Tatiana nodded and offered a comforting smile.

“I don’t know, you know. Why men have to do these things, they go off and leave us alone, they don’t think about that—” She turned and took her daughter Theresa’s arm, reminding her to say hello to Sandro. Vickie, then Theresa, glanced at the casket, their eyes welling up. Tatiana embraced Vickie, then Theresa, and said something in Vickie’s ear which took a long time to say. When Tatiana finished, Vickie looked in Tatiana’s face and nodded and smiled sadly. “You’re right. Thank you.”

Vickie turned to Sandro. “Tony told me I should be sure to give you back your brief case. He had it at the house when those bastards came to arrest him.”

“I had asked him to hold it for me, I was going to an appointment and didn’t want to carry it.”

“When they came,” Vickie continued, “he was in his underwear. He’s lucky they gave him time to dress. I brought the bag with me. It’s in the cloak room.”

“I’ll pick it up on the way out. Was there a pen, too?”

“Oh, my God, there was. He said there was a pen that it was inside the brief case. Oh, I’m sorry, Sandro—my head—”

“No problem,” said Sandro.

“He said it was very important. Is it an heirloom?”

“It’s actually—” Sandro leaned forward to Vickie “—a recorder we were using.”

Vickie stared in Sandro’s eyes. She smiled. “I hope he got those bastards who were with him when this happened saying something on it.”

“Don’t forget, if you need anything—”

“I know that, and thank you, Sandro.” Mourners were gathering in a knot behind them. Sandro and Tatiana moved on.

Once back in the car, Tatiana driving, Sandro opened the attache case and played the tape. The voices that were there were the voices of people in Li’l Bit’s neighborhood, the people in and around the bodega on Avenue C, the people who lived in the building where Li’l Bit lived. When the voices stopped, Sandro let the tape play until there were no further voices or sounds.

“Are those recordings important?” asked Tatiana.

“Not really. These are recordings of the people we interviewed in Alphabet City together.”

“Maybe he said it was important so you would have it back.”

“I guess.” Sandro paused, watching a small oil tanker, its water line high out of the waters of the Narrows. “I had hoped he had recorded some of his last conversations when he was in D.E.A. custody. He told his wife something about Russians and Red Hardie, and a rat—I thought maybe the recording would put some light on these confusing, disparate facts.”

Sandro watched the road ahead as Tatiana drove along the Gowanus Parkway. “What were you whispering to Vickie back there” he said, turning to Tatiana.

“She was wondering why Tony did such a foolish thing, that left his family without a father. I explained why men do reckless things that seem very foolish to women.”

“Oh? What did you tell her?” said Sandro.

“I told her that there is a Russian expression: in life, there are little women—meaning children—medium sized women—girls—and big women, and then there are little boys, medium sized boys, and big boys. That’s the way it is, and why men doing reckless, childish things which women do not understand.”

Sandro studied the side of Tatiana’s face as she drove. She turned to glance at him momentarily. “That’s really the way it is.” She shrugged.

The Memorial Service for Red Hardie was held in a Baptist Church on Frederick Douglass Boulevard, north of 125th Street in Harlem. A line of black people stood on the sidewalk, moving slowly toward the entrance to pay their respects.

“Notice, there are no D.E.A. vans here,” said Sandro.

Tatiana looked along the avenue. “Why in Brooklyn, but not over here?” asked Tatiana.

“Maybe it’s easier for the ‘Man’ to put together a dog and pony show of the more traditional criminal figures than rooting out black suspects.”

At Sandro’s direction, Tatiana brought the car to a stop just outside the church. As soon as Sandro exited the car, Anton Taylor came over and shook his hand. “Hello, Mr. Luca,” he said, nodding to Tatiana. “Leave the car. Half Pint,” he called to a short man with a cap, “park the lawyer’s car.”

“Come on inside,” said Taylor, walking ahead of Sandro past the line of mourners. Money Dozier stood just inside the entrance. Judge Ellis had postponed his surrender date long enough that he could attend the memorial services.

“Hello, Sandro,” said Money as Sandro entered the back of the church. His voice was low, rumbling with grief. “Hello, Miss,” he said to Tatiana.

Red’s ex-wife Leslie and her husband had come in from Pennsylvania. She was seated in one of the pews in front, greeting old friends and mourners. Her husband was seated next to her. When Leslie saw Sandro and Tatiana, she rose and walked over to them, shaking hands with Sandro, kissing him in on the cheek. Tatiana hugged Leslie. Then Sandro and Tatiana walked toward one corner at the back of the church. Money accompanied them.

“I’m really sorry about Red,” Sandro said to Money. “He was a good man.”

“Yes, he was. Yes he was, Mr. Luca. He was a good friend, too. To both of us. He really liked you. Let’s get us some fresh air,” he said. “It’s kind of stuffy in here with all the folks coming in.” Sandro walked with Money out to the sidewalk. Upon seeing Money, the crowd parted, giving Money and the two white people a circle of their own space.

“Miss Leslie was telling me that you were there, at her house, when Red met his death,” said Money. “You, too, Miss.”

“Yes,” said Sandro. “We were there. Red tried to lure the killers away from the house, from Miss Leslie and us.”

“That would be Mr. Red, gave his life to save others.” Money nodded in a reverie of thought.

“That’s exactly what he did,” agreed Sandro.

“Miss Leslie was also tellin’ me that the people who come to the house with the guns, they was talking a foreign language.”

“Russian,” said Sandro.

“Russian? Mmm, mmm, Russian. I never knew Mr. Red to know no Russian folks.”

“They were Russian, for sure,” said Sandro. “Tatiana is Russian. She understood what they were saying.”

“Mmm, mmm,” mused Money. “You know—Half Pint, hey, Half Pint,” Money called to the man in the cap. “Go inside and find Matthew, you know, Matthew the waiter—”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Money.”

“You know,” said Money reflectively, “a time back, Matthew was at the Flash Inn—Matthew’s a waiter there—and he was telling me that some people talking a foreign language—not I-talian or Spanish—were there speaking with Red’s nephew.”

“Red had some things to say about Awgust when we were in the house, just before he went out,” said Sandro. “Seemed to think he might have been involved with the Russians, based on something that you had told him.”

“You wanted to see me, Mr. Money?” said a short man with grey hair.

“Yes, yes, Matthew, this here is Mr. Red’s lawyer, Mr. Luca, and his lady.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Matthew, shaking Sandro’s hand, nodding his head to Tatiana.

“It was Matthew put me on to the situation in the first place,” said Money. “Tell them, Matthew, about the time that there was some people in the Flash, talking”—at this point, Money lowered his voice—”to Awgust Nichols, and they were talkin’ a foreign tongue.”

“Yes, sir.

“Matthew knows I-talian and Spanish, how they sound.” Money lowered his voice a bit more. “And when Awgust tried to tell me the people were talking I-talian, Matthew takes me aside and tells me they were definitely not speaking I-talian, or Spanish. Something else, foreign. I was just wondering if it was the same language as the men who came to Miss Leslie’s house.”

“Don’t know,” said Sandro.

“I wonder Miss if you could talk some Russian. Maybe Matthew would be able to recognize it.”

“I don’t know if I could do that, Mr. Money,” said Matthew. “I just know it was foreign, wasn’t I-talian.”

“Well, just listen to a little,” said Money.

“What would you like me to say” Tatiana said in Russian. “I am Russian, and this is the language that they speak in St. Petersburg.”

“That sure is foreign,” said Money. “How ’bout it, Matthew?”

“Can’t say for sure, Mr. Money. I can tell that’s not I-talian, and it sure sounds foreign like those people were talkin’ at the Flash with Awgust Nichols. But I can’t be sure.”

“Did these people that you heard, did they call each other by name. Did you hear their names?” said Tatiana.

“Not that I would recognized, Miss,” said Matthew.

“Thank you, Matthew,” said Money.

“Yes sir, Mr. Money. Anything for you and Mr. Red.” Matthew nodded and walked back toward the church.

“You know Red was always talkin’ about a snitch in our midst,” said Money. “That the Man knew things about us before we could get it out our mouths. And—” he lowered his voice again, “this Awgust lying that his friends were I-talian, and then it turns out that they wasn’t I-talian at all.” Money leaned closer to Sandro and lowered his voice. “And then Red is killed by some strange speaking people. I never did trust that Awgust nohow.”

“You know,” Tatiana said, looking at Sandro, then at Money, “Something just occurs to me. One night, a week or so ago, my father and I went to Romanoff’s, in Brighton Beach. And Uri, an old friend of my father from St. Petersburg, was there. And he was there with a black man.”

“Mmmm,” mused Money. “I’m imaginin’, from the way you say it, Miss, that that’s not a very common sight,” said Money, looking skyward.

“No, it’s not. It is unusual, not that unusual, but a black man by himself at the Russian restaurant is unusual. They were talking, Uri and this black man, very secretly, off to the side. I can’t say that it means anything, but now that we’re putting Russian with black in a black place, I can also put black with Russian, in a Russian place.”

“Matthew,” Money called. Matthew, who was just about to enter the building, turned, walking back toward Money. Money waved the old waiter closer. “Would you do me a favor,” Money said softly, “go ’round inside, see if you see Awgust Nichols here.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Money.”

“This snitch, whoever he is, was doing things with the D.E.A., gave them directions about where we all went every day, even where they sat,” said Money.

“What you say is very interesting, Money,” said Sandro. “It may tie in with something else. Red was ambushed in the woods while he was in D.E.A. custody. An Agent took him by himself—which is very unusual; against regulations—the Government car was stopped at a spot in the woods where the Russians just happen to be waiting in a car in the woods. Then when he ran away to Miss Leslie’s, the people knew where Miss Leslie lived, came there, and eventually chased him down out back of Miss Leslie’s house. Mighty coincidental.”

“Mmmm,” Money mused again. “Maybe this snitch is workin’ with the D.E.A. and the Russians?”

“Awgust is not here, Mr. Money,” said Matthew. “I looked around.”

“Okay. Thank you, Matthew.”

A large, old, black Cadillac convertible pulled up to in front of the church. It was Red’s favorite car. Awgust Nichols exited from the driver’s seat, gave the keys to Half Pint, and waved toward Anton Taylor.

Money’s back was to the street, Sandro was next to him. Tatiana was looking toward them and toward the street beyond. She gasped, raising her hand to her face to hide her surprise. “That’s the man from Romanoff’s!” she whispered quickly.

Money turned. He saw Awgust, who had now reached the sidewalk and was mingling with some people there.

“You sure, Miss?” said Money.

“No question about it. I was introduced to him by Uri. We spoke. I looked right in his face.”

“Sneakin’, treacherous … Sorry, Miss.” Money glanced back toward Awgust. “Not really a surprise.”

“You think Red’s nephew could be the snitch?” said Sandro.

“Like I told you,” Money said softly, “I never, not since he was a sneakin’ kid, did I trust that young man, not nohow.” Money’s eyes narrowed as he stared toward Awgust. “That young man has a heap of trouble coming toward him. A heap! And soon.”

Sandro took Money’s arm and turned, so that the two of them were facing away from Awgust Nichols. “Don’t get steamed, Money.”

“I don’t get steamed, Counselor,” Money said in a low voice. “I gets even.”

“What we need before you get even, Money, we need information,” said Sandro. “We need to know who he was working with in the D.E.A., who the Russians are. If something were to happen to him before we have that information, then the other people who are responsible for Red will be in the clear.”

“I can bide my time. He ain’t goin’ nowhere I can’t find.” Money’s attention was fixed on Awgust, Anton Taylor, and the people around them. His eyes were not fluttering. “Tell me what you think we should do, Counselor.”

“We should try to find out who Awgust knows in the Russian community, who he was working with in the D.E.A. These are the people responsible for Red’s and Tony Balls’ deaths.”

“Who is Tony Balls?” asked Money.

“Another client, real good client, like Red. I went to his wake before I came here. Somehow, his death resulted from some involvement with Russians and the D.E.A., and drugs.”

“How do you propose we find out this information?” asked Money.

“I have an idea that, under the right circumstances, Awgust will tell you everything he knows.”

“What circumstances are they?” said Money.

As they continued to stand on the sidewalk, Sandro discussed with Money some ideas he had that might cause Awgust to give up information. As Sandro spoke, Money nodded, never taking his eyes from Awgust. When Sandro had finished explaining his ideas, Money walked toward Awgust and asked if he could speak to him—alone. He looked sternly at the friends who were around Awgust.

“You seem to be agitated,” Awgust said to Money as they walked together away from the church toward the corner of 126th Street.

“I am agitated,” said Money. They turned at the corner into 126th Street.

“What’s the matter?” Awgust asked apprehensively.

“Come in here,” Money said, taking Awgust by the arm into an empty lot between buildings.

“It’s dark in there, you can’t see a thing.”

“When I come out, I’m sure I’m going to be seeing a lot of things I don’t see at the moment,” said Money, his words emitted in a slow, rumbling cadence. Halfway into the alley, Money twirled Awgust around, so that they were face to face. Money put his hand on Awgust’s forearm, clamping Awgust in place. Awgust couldn’t see Money’s face well, but he could feel the intensity, the danger, emanating from his entire body.

“What’s this all about, Money?” Awgust exclaimed, trying to move back. Money’s hold on Awgust’s arm was tight.

“It’s about I-talian people who are really Russian people,” said Money.

“What?”

“Remember when I was in the Flash Inn, a couple weeks ago, and I was telling you that Red wanted you to make him more liquid? And the waiter, Matthew, said that he hoped your friend’s girlfriend was feeling better. And you said these friends were I-talian? You remember all that, don’t you? Them folks wasn’t I-talian, Awgust. They was Russian.”

“Russian?”

“Don’t be trying to fool Money. I’m too old a dog for that. Those folks was Russian, and you know it.”

“I don’t know what they are. I mean, what’s the difference?”

“You know what they are. You know they’re Russian, right?”

“I—”

“Right?”

“I don’t—”

Suddenly, Money pulled Awgust tight to his face, pressing their foreheads together. “Don’t be lyin’ to me, son, your life is hanging by a very slim thread, an’ I ain’t just a foolin’.”

“I don’t know what language they was speaking, I really don’t,” pleaded Awgust.

“You remember about a week ago, maybe two, you were in Brighton Beach?”

“Brighton Beach?” said Awgust.

“Yes, sir, Brighton Beach, all the way in Brooklyn, and you were in a restaurant, name, I think, Romanoff—”

“Romanoff?

“Why you just keep repeating what I say, boy? You tryin’ to play with me?” Money growled.

“No, no, I—”

“Tell me right out and right now! They was Russian, and you was in Brighton Beach with them, at Romanoff, right?”

“I—”

“You better speak now, son,” said Money, grinding his forehead closer, their noses, literally touching. “I—am—not—I—repeat, so—you—don’t—make—no—mistakes—I—am—not—fucking—with—you.”

“Yes, yes, they were Russian,” Awgust stammered. “But, so what, so what that they were Russian. It don’t mean nothing that I know Russians.”

“Oh, yes it does,” Money said in the dark. He pulled his head back, but grabbed Awgust by his shirt front. “It means you a lying, sneaking, sniveling rat son of a bitch who I ought to flay right here, right now, ’cause, first of all, you been lying to me. And, you know how I hate liars.”

“I didn’t think it meant anything—”

“Oh yes you did, you miserable, slimy snake, boy. You know, and now you know that I know, a lot more, a lot about the fact that Mr. Red, your uncle, who you betrayed, was killed by Russian people, probably the same Russian people that you was in that drunken club with.”

“That can’t be—”

“Don’t tell me what can be and what can’t be, boy,” Money said from deep down in his throat. “I’m telling you what is. Mr. Red was killed by Russians, and they were the Russians that you were planning things with, planning to take over when Mr. Red was dead, and me in jail.”

“No—”

“Don’t be saying no to me,” Money growled through gritted teeth, pulling Awgust’s face close to his own again. “I don’t like people saying no to me when they ought to be saying yes, ought to be saying the truth. I should put a cleaver down the middle of you soon as look at you, you filthy, treacherous dog.…”

“No, please Money—listen, the Russians don’t mean nothing. It’s all a set up.”

“I’m listening.”

“The D.E.A. is right on top of them, ready to suck them up,” Awgust said quickly, “leaving everything in place for The Brotherhood—for you, for the rest of us.”

“You mean for you. I’m going straight to the Can. Your friend Anton’s goin’, too. You caused all of this, ’cause you have no balls. None. Never did. You was the snitch Mr. Red was talking about, the one who helped them plant the bug in the Sporting Club, right?”

“I didn’t—”

“You’re lying to me again, Awgust, and I’m getting mighty impatient. You was the snitch, right?”

“I—”

“Right?” Money ground his face hard against Awgust’s, his eyes boring deep into him. “Right?”

“All right, all right. Yes. All right, yes. I didn’t think it would go this far.”

“Of course you did, you miserable dog. You knew exactly where this was going. Now I’m going to the joint for the rest of my life, and Anton, too, everybody. And Mr. Red is dead. Mr. Red is dead, you, you nigger bastard. You helped people kill Mr. Red—”

“I didn’t know anything about that—I swear,” said Awgust.

“Your swearing don’t mean too much at this point,” said Money. “The Russians killed Mr. Red, they were working with the Man, the D.E.A. This couldn’t have happened without the D.E.A. helping. Who are the people at the D.E.A. that you been cooperating with?”

“Who are they?”

“You repeating what I’m saying? Don’t repeat me. Answer me.”

“The main D.E.A. man is named Becker, Michael Becker. He’s the one been pulling my chain, making me do all kinds of shit, otherwise—”

“He didn’t have to pull that chain very hard, dog. You always were perfidious, Awgust. Otherwise what, Awgust? Otherwise the Man he would lock you up, like you helpin’ him lock all of us up? Is that what otherwise is?”

“Look, look, the Man is looking to clean up the Russians, that’s what he’s really interested in. He’s looking to clean up the Russians. He’s going to let everything else stay in place here, everything. The Brotherhood can still go on. There’ll be enough to take care of everything, take care of him, the Man, take care all our things, your Grandma, Anton, his family. I’ll be here to take care of our end.”

“I bet you will—after you set the whole thing up. What do you think about that, Anton?”

Out of the shadows further back in the alley, Anton Taylor said: “I think it’s about the lowest, most miserable, mother fuckin’ thing I ever heard.”

“Anton?—” Awgust gasped.

“Don’t say a word to me, not a word, you miserable, low life, piece of rat shit nigger.” Anton’s anger rose like a storm. He knocked over some trash barrels as he lunged forward toward Awgust.

“Back off, Anton!” Money commanded fiercely.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Money—but that—”

“All in due time, Anton, all in due time. There’s only one way out of this alley, and I’m standing in it. There’s only one way Awgust gets out of this here alley alive. He has to agree to help find the people responsible for killing Mr. Red, nail the wolves in government clothing that killed Mr. Red, If he don’t, well, if he don’t I can’t tell what’ll happen.”

“Leave him to me, Mr. Money” said Anton.

“Not yet, Anton. He’s got work to do.” Money took a cleaver out from a leather sheath under his jacket. He clanged the cleaver against the brick wall of the alley. “You know what that is, don’t you, boy?”

“Jesus, Money—”

“Don’t be calling the Lord into this, Awgust. This is just me standing here, me and my blade. Now which it going to be? You want to help nail the people responsible for killing Mr. Red, or you want to die right where you stand?”

There was silence in the darkness.

Even though Money had said in advance that he wasn’t going to harm Awgust, at least not with Sandro around, he was just going to scare Jesus out of him, this was getting too real. Money clanged the cleaver against the wall again. “Answer me, you sniveling rat!”

“What do you want me to do?” said Awgust softly.

“One thing you ought to know. Everything you said is on tape, right, Mr. Luca?” said Money.

“That’s right,” said Sandro’s voice from the same area of the dark alley where Anton stood.

The threats Money made to Awgust, the entire scenario, was part of the plan that Sandro had hatched with Money so that everything could be recorded, so that the people responsible for Red could be made to account.

“So you go on and tell Mr. Luca what this Becker said.”

“You’re telling me that Michael Becker told you that if you helped him clean up the Russians, he’d let you and The Brotherhood continue doing drug business?” Sandro asked.

“Not by myself,” Nichols said softly.

“Who else was going to be in on it?”

“He wanted a piece,” said Awgust.

“Who wanted a piece,” pressed Sandro.

“The Man.”

“What man,” demanded Money. “Speak plain.” He clanged the cleaver against the wall again.

“Becker—he was going to be in on it.”

“What about them Russians that got Mr. Red? How did that get put together?” Money said harshly.

“He did that. Not me. His men brought Mr. Red into the woods. I couldn’t be telling his men what to do.”

“But the Russians, they were friends of yours, not his, right?” said Sandro.

“I might of known them—”

“Don’t start none of your weaslin’,” said Money. “They was your friends, right? You were the one that arranged all that with them, right?”

“I only introduced them. I didn’t send them to do nothing.”

“You just introduced the people who killed Mr. Red to the people who brought Mr. Red to the slaughter,” shouted Money, spittle flying from his mouth. He started to raise the cleaver, shaking with fury.

“Money, Money,” shouted Sandro, “we need Awgust, we need him, if we want to get this Becker. Don’t do anything …”

Money was panting, the cleaver raised in his hand. “Mmm, mmm, mmm, you right, Mr. Luca. Don’t worry. I be all right. I be all right.” He was blowing air, trying to cool himself down. He turned around, put his hands on his hips—one hand still holding the cleaver—breathing more slowly. “I’m okay. I’m okay,” he said, more to convince himself than to reassure Sandro. He turned back to Awgust. “Let me tell you what you’re going to do,” he said softly, directly into Awgust’s face. ‘You going to trap this Becker. You’re going to help take him down, understand?”

“How’m I gonna do that?”

“Mr. Luca’ll tell you how. You listen to what Mr. Luca tells you, and you listen good, because if there’s something wrong with your ears, I’ll slice them off your head, sure as God is my judge.”

“I’ll do whatever you say. You know I didn’t mean—”

“Don’t say another word, nigger, not another word. Get this filth out of my sight before I forget myself,” Money said to Sandro. ‘You go with him, Anton. Don’t hurt him. They’ll be time enough for that. You listen to everything Mr. Luca tells you, hear?”

“I will. I will.”


‘Vasily’s’ : August 29, 1996 : 10:45 P.M.

Beneath the elevated rail lines on Brighton Beach Avenue, hewn from white marble, a stylized outline of the onion topped minarets of St. Vasily’s Cathedral of Moscow, with a matching, stylized rendering of the name ‘Vasily’ stretched over the street entrance of the brightly lit restaurant. Named, in part, after the dramatic pink and red onion shaped minarets of the cathedral in Moscow, and, in part, after its owner, Vasily Marcovich, this was the newest of the Brighton Beach party clubs.

It was Friday night, and the restaurant was filling with an ebullient crowd of partygoers. Sandro saw Tatiana near the wide door that led to the main dining area. She was speaking with the Maitre’d. When she saw Sandro, she smiled, motioning him to go to the bar, that she’djoin him momentarily.

The large interior of the restaurant was a room of pink and white marble, accented by gold. Rows of long tables covered with pink table cloths filled the floor. Pink and white balloons floated over each table on the ends of strings that were tethered to miniature replicas of St. Vasily’s Cathedral. Along one long side of the room, there was a large stage where a band was playing lively Russian music.

“Hi,” said Tatiana, joining Sandro at the bar, “aren’t you having anything to drink?”

“I was waiting for you.”

“I don’t want anything right now,” she said. “I’m working.”

“Is your father here?” said Sandro.

“He’s in the office. I told him you wanted to speak to him. He said to bring you down to the office when you came in. Come,” said Tatiana, taking Sandro’s left hand in hers.

The office was not much larger than a long walk-in closet. On one end, there were stacks of menus, ashtrays, sample table cloths and napkins, various other supplies. On the other end of the room were two facing, wide shelves against opposite walls, used as desks. There were banks of telephones and fax machines, calculators, folders, more menus, notes tacked to walls with push pins, phone numbers written on the wall over the telephones.

“Hello, Sandro, how are you?” said Vasily, rising from a swivel office chair. He cheek kissed Sandro. “Sit, sit,” he said, taking papers from the seat of a second swivel chair.”What can I do for you?” The telephone rang. “Get that, will you, Kotyonok,” he said to Tatiana. She picked up the phone and began speaking to someone in Russian.

“I have some information about drugs in Brighton Beach or, more correctly, coming in through Brighton Beach. I need more information.”

“I have nothing to do with drugs, Sandro.”

“I know that. But I know that you know everything about everything in Brighton Beach. And I was just wondering if you might have seen things that would help me.”

“You’re my lawyer. Everything is confidential, yes?” said Vasily.

“Even if it weren’t, you have nothing to hide, do you?” said Tatiana who had finished with the caller and was standing behind her father’s chair. She put one of her hands on his shoulder.

“No, of course not,” said Vasily. “Even I wanted to do something, this one watches me like a hawk. But just for the record, as you people say, I am not, in any way involved in drugs. Maybe I was, when we were in Leningrad, years and years ago. But now, nothing. This nose of mine is still sharp, however. I know what’s what around here. Tell me what you want to know.”

“Someone, I don’t know who, must have been bringing heroin into Brighton Beach. Then, some black people called the Brotherhood who deal in cocaine, decided to begin dealing heroin with Russians. And then, the blacks turned around and double dealt the Russians, first putting them in business for themselves, then selling them out to the D.E.A.”

Vasily began to nod his head.

“You know what I’m talking about?” said Sandro.

“Not yet, but the double dealing, that I know about. There’s always an Eskimo around somewhere.”

“An Eskimo?”

“Just a Russian expression,” said Tatiana. “Russian people blame Eskimos for everything sneaky. Dad, the black man who was in Romanoffs with that old friend of yours, Uri, some nights ago, with some girls, and another guy, Sandro thinks that black one is involved in the dirty dealing with Uri.”

“Uri you have to watch. As soon as you started talking about drugs, my mind started to think about Uri. You say the black man he was with was involved with the Russians and heroin?”

“Yes,” said Sandro.

“Uri and I used to do things together in Leningrad. In fact, it was Uri who got me started in that dirty business. You remember how terrible things were when we lived in Leningrad?”

“Very well,” said Tatiana.

“Your mother, God be good to her, stood by me no matter how bad things were. We use to have to scavenge food from—”

“Don’t, Dad. That’s all over.” Tatiana rubbed her father’s shoulders.

“Not so far gone that I don’t remember,” said Vasily, his eyes focused over Sandro’s head at something in the past, something long gone.

“Then Uri comes along. Plenty of dough from doing things from Tashkent. They needed someone to bring that filthy stuff into Leningrad. You know, Sandro, I might have done these things—and maybe, if I was again desperate, I would do them again.”

“No you wouldn’t,” said Tatiana,

Vasily laughed. “Kotyonok is more than a warden.” He patted her hand on his shoulder. “She’s a wonderful girl. You are very lucky that she likes you so much.”

“I know.”

“Anyway, what Uri was doing, he was doing with some very highly connected people, who are able to make things happen like no one else. Highly powerful, well organized American people.”

“Americans?”

Vasily nodded. “And they needed a Leningrad connection. That’s where I came into the picture. And where I went out of the picture. Remember?” he said to Tatiana.

“If you are talking about the night we escaped, I shall never forget,” said Tatiana.

“Did she tell you, we escaped in the middle of the night in the middle of the winter,” said Vasily.

“She did.”

“Freezing cold, in a car with an American—”

“Bastard!” said Tatiana.

“He tried to shoot me in the middle of nowhere. Inga and Tatiana saved me. Inga drove the car right into this—”

“Bastard,” said Tatiana.

“—treacherous American bastard. He worked for them. They were all Americans, the people who were bringing the stuff from Tashkent. I went with them a couple of times, driving through the borders. Nyet problem. We’d drive right through, no problems. They had clearance, papers, people. Everything they needed. And, although they worked with us, they hated Russians. They didn’t care if the drugs put us face down in the gutter. They were interested in this.” Vasily rubbed his fingers together. “Money.”

“Who were these people?” said Sandro.

“Very well connected, part of the government, the American government, with connections to the Consulate, everybody. I always thought they were the CIA.”

“What made you think of the CIA.?”

“They worked like, worked with—double dealing, of course—the K.G.B., the Russian Intelligence service. Not the F.B.I., or the police. It was higher, more powerful. The CIA. fits the picture.”

“You think when you were moving drugs in Leningrad, those drugs were being provided by the CIA.?”

“Why not? They do whatever they want. Who’s going to stop them?”

“You think Uri is still dealing drugs?” asked Sandro.

“You see him. He drives around in a Lexus, living good, nice apartment right on the water, keeping women, running a bordello,” said Vasily. “Uri is a thug. He’s not smart enough to make legally the kind of money he’s spending. He don’t know how to make a living except doing illegal stuff. He’s doing drugs, for sure.”

“You say he runs a bordello?” said Sandro.

“His apartment, I hear, is like a bordello, with all kinds prostitutes and women—he tells them he can get them a green card—going in and out. Uri is a pig,” said Vasily. “Probably still working with the same people we worked with in Leningrad, supplying the customers over here that they had over there.”

“You think he’s still working with the C.I.A.?” asked Sandro.

Vasily shrugged. “Why not? They still need money to do all the stuff they don’t want people to know. You say Uri started working with the blacks? Must have doublecrossed whoever he was involved with before that. The blacks must have put up the money for the heroin—Uri wouldn’t have the money to do such a deal. He spends every penny.”

“The whole deal may have been a set-up,” said Sandro. “Awgust Nichols, the black man you met, may have set up this whole situation, just to bring it down. He may have set the whole thing up so he could turn it over to the D.E.A., give them a good collar—”

“A collar?”

“An arrest. First he puts the whole Russian thing together, probably, as you said, put up the money, then he offers to give it up to the D.E.A. as a gift, a big arrest, and, as a reward, the D.E.A. lets him continue to operate The Brotherhood when everybody else was in jail or dead, out of the picture one way or another.”

“This Brotherhood, they supply drugs to the blacks?” said Vasily.

“Yes.”

“It starts to make sense,” said Vasily. “This whole new thing you described, to make a collar, doesn’t change the old Russian operation, just gets rid of a few couriers, a few mules.”

“It does something more,” said Sandro. “A reverse switch. The people who were supplying the Russian community before, use this as an opportunity to put their foot in the door of the black drug market. It opens a whole new market for them that they didn’t have before.”

Vasily nodded. “So the black one thinks he’s using whoever, when all along, they’re using him. Makes a lot of sense. If anybody can give you the information you need, it’s Uri,” said Vasily.

“You know where Uri is? He wasn’t arrested with the others,” said Sandro.

“I know where he might be.”

“Where’s that?’ asked Sandro.

“The Poconos, in Pennsylvania. I hear he has a place there.”

“Did you personally know any of the people you were working with in Russia?”

“I met a few,” said Vasily. “But I haven’t seen or heard from any of them in years. They made sure to keep far in the back, so no one could identify them.”

“You know what this man, this Becker looks like?” Tatiana asked Sandro.

“I’ve seen him,” said Sandro. “Thin, long face, bony nose.”

“What color is his hair?” said Tatiana.

“Hard to say. Not red, not brown, dark reddish.”

“I must see him,” she said, her thoughts instantly spanning the years back to the night of their escape, the man in the front of the car, the one who tried to shoot her father.

“We can arrange something,” said Sandro. “If we can find Uri, maybe I can convince him that I can get him a good deal if he would cooperate against someone in the C.I.A. or the D.E.A. I’m sure the people in the United States Attorney’s office would jump at the chance to prosecute a dirty agent.”

“Uri would turn on his mother if it would be good for Uri,” said Vasily.

“If you can find out where he is,” said Tatiana, “I think I know a way to get him to come back to New York.”

“You? What are you talking? How is that?” said Vasily.

“See if you can find out where he is,” she said.


Sandro’s Office : August 30, 1996 : 10:15 A.M.

“To what do I owe the honor of this call?” Sandro asked.

“Sorry I took longer than I expected to get back to you,” said Rob Quintalian. “My boss was at a seminar for a couple of days, so I wasn’t able to talk to him about your client, Rouse, and the meeting we had with the brother.”

“And?”

“You were right,” said Quintalian. “The brother was impressive.”

“And? Are we going to be able to dispose of it with a plea?”

“You talk to your client about it yet?” asked Quintalian.

“I’ve discussed around it,” said Sandro. “I couldn’t very well talk to her seriously about it unless I knew it was available. If you tell me it’s a go, I’ll talk to her. I’m sure she’ll take it.”

“I would think. Who the hell is going to take death instead of life—except for a weirdo like you with your ideas?” said Quintalian. “How much time do you need to talk to her? I’ll call the court and have it advanced on the calendar.”

“I’ll call Corrections and ask them to bring her to the visiting room from the Women’s House of Detention. They might be able to do it for tomorrow. Otherwise, day after. I can let you know by the day after tomorrow,” said Sandro.

“You come back to me and tell me she’ll take it, I’ll get it approved on my end.”

“Call you no later than day after tomorrow, maybe sooner,” said Sandro.

Sandro hung up the phone, then made another call.

“Dr. Reed’s office,” said a female voice.

“Dr. Reed, please.”

“May I ask who’s calling?”

“My name is Sandro Luca, I’m an attorney. Dr. Reed is expecting my call.”

“One moment, please.”

“Hello, Mr. Luca,” the Doctor said anxiously. “Any news?”

“Your sister is going to be permitted to plead guilty. There will be no death phase,” said Sandro.

“Does that mean that Hettie will not be put to death?”

“That’s exactly what it means, Doctor. It also means that you won’t be needed to testify. It’s all over.”

There was silence on the other end.

“Doctor?”

“Can I call you back?” the Doctor said softly. “I can’t—I’ll have to call you back.” The phone went dead.


Brighton Beach Avenue : September 1, 1996 : 8:30 P.M.

Uri was seated by himself at a small table in the bar area of Romanoff’s. Being a Tuesday night, there was hardly anyone in the cavernous club. An older man and a young woman dined by themselves at a small table on the far end of the hall. Uri looked at his watch.

Anna and Svetlana had called Uri earlier in the evening, telling him that they were bored, that they wanted to have some fun. They asked him if he could meet them at Romanoffs at 8:30. Without even wondering how they knew where to call him, Uri agreed readily. He drove in from Pennsylvania and parked his car in downtown Brooklyn, taking a car service to Brighton Beach.

Uri looked at his watch again. It was 8:40 already. He was anxious, aroused, actually, thinking of Anna’s angry, rough sex. Perhaps he could take both of them to his apartment for a party. Uri poured more vodka into his glass from the little beaker on the table. That Svetlana, he thought to himself, had some tits. And, Anna, what an animal.

“Alhooa, Uri,” Anna announced loudly as she and Svetlana came into the bar area. Anna wore black leather short shorts, and some kind of top that was just black diaphanous cloth wrapped around her several times, hardly masking her breasts and dark nipples. Svetlana was in a dress, with deep decolletage, revealing the roundness of her full breasts each time she moved. Svetlana was carrying an attache case.

“What’s this?” said Uri in Russian, signaling the bartender for two more beakers of iced vodka.

“I am a working woman,” said Svetlana.

“Really. What kind of work do you do, sex?”

“You ever have anything else on your mind, pig?” said Anna.

“Never.” Uri laughed, feinting as if he were to fondle Anna’s breasts.

“Not here, you pig.”

“Someplace else?” said Uri. “My apartment?”

“Quiet,” Anna said, glancing at the approaching bartender.

“What kind of work you are doing with a suitcase?” Uri said to Svetlana as the bartender put vodka before each of the women.

“I met a man who sells apartments, houses, he gives me a commission if I help him sell.”

“You kidding? You need a license for that, no?”

“He has the license. I am only assistant,” said Svetlana.

“You sell anything?”

“The papers for selling two apartments are to be signed,” she said, pouring vodka into her’s and Anna’s glass. She refilled Uri’s glass.

“Come, we have a party, to celebrate Svetlana making lots of American dollars.” Anna raised her pony of vodka.

“Yes, let’s have a party,” said Uri, raising his glass, knocking back the vodka. The two women did the same. Uri re-filled all their glasses.

“What I need,” said Svetlana, “is to meet American men so I can be married, and get work permit and Social Security card.”

“Me, too. Look what I have, a Russian,” said Anna.

“You could do worse than driving around with me in a Lexus, eating good, living good.”

“This is true. You’re not so bad.” Anna knocked back another vodka.

“See, I’m not so bad,” he said to Svetlana.

“I’ve heard about you,” said Svetlana.

“Oh? You have been talking about me?” he said toward Anna. “What did she say about me, that I am like a fantastic monster in bed?”

“Don’t say anything,” said Anna. “Don’t make the pig have a swollen head.”

“I’m already getting a swollen head,” Uri laughed lustily.

“You see, a pig.”

“Na zdarovye,” Uri raised his glass. The women raised theirs. They all knocked back their vodka.

The lights in Uri’s living room were dim. He sat back on the velvet couch, bare to the waist, his shoes and socks removed, his feet up on the coffee table. His hefty, hairy chest rose with heavy breaths as he watched the two women, silhouetted in front of the glass door that led to the balcony overlooking Brighton Beach. They were both undressed, naked, except for thongs, dancing toYani. They gyrated languorously before Uri, alternately rubbing each other’s body with baby oil.

“Christ, this is heaven,” Uri shouted.

“Quiet, we don’t want to invite the neighbors to our party,” said Anna.

“No, no,” Uri said softly, “We don’t want to invite anybody. Three is company, four is already too crowded.” Uri laughed giddily, downing another vodka, wide eyes ogling the dancing women.

“If I don’t meet an American soon, I must go back to Odessa,” said Svetlana, continuing to writhe as she talked to Uri.

“You got me, meanwhile,” said Uri.

“You, you pig, this is a special, one-time party. You belong to me or I slap your fat ass.”

Uri shouted with ecstatic thoughts.

“You are not American,” said Svetlana. “Maybe a good fuck, but not good with American papers.”

“Maybe a good fuck? Maybe a good fuck? I am the best fuck. An animal!” He started to his feet. Anna pushed him back onto the couch. “Sit, enjoy the show, pig.” She and Svetlana were enjoying the warm feel of each other’s hands, oiling, rubbing, sliding over their own breasts, each other’s breasts.

“You know what we’re supposed to do tonight?” said Svetlana.

“Fuck our brains out, no?”

“No. We are supposed to kill you,” she said, still dancing, hooking her fingers inside the thong, pulling it down, then up.

“Kill me as you fuck me,” Uri reveled.

“It’s not a joke,” said Anna, rubbing oil on Svetlana’s buttocks as they both kept the beat of the music. “We are supposed to kill you.”

“For why, for what?” laughed Uri, rising unsteadily to his bare feet, attempting to move rhythmically to the music. “For some jealous husband whose wife I fucked?”

“No, because you tried to do business on your own, and the Boss is very pissed off at you,” said Anna.

“You’re not serious, right?” Uri said, stopping to study Anna’s eyes.

“Very serious, pig.”

“Bullshit. You did the same thing, bringing stuff in for me and the black one.”

“That’s true,” Anna said, wincing with pleasure at the touch of Svetlana’s fingers pinching her nipples, “but the Boss said if we kill you, he will forgive us.”

“You two whores are going kill me?” Uri said to Anna, his face streaked harshly with sudden anger.

“Don’t be crazy, Uri,” Svetlana said, twirling, her large breasts distracting Uri momentarily.

“I be crazy or anything I want.” Uri picked up the bottle of vodka from the table by its neck.

Like a cat that had been poised to pounce, as she twirled, Svetlana pulled an automatic pistol with silencer from under the pile of clothing she had discarded.

Uri stopped, staring at the weapon.” You going to shoot me?” Uri scoffed. “You got no balls to do that.”

There was a flash and a whining ricochet as Svetlana fired the weapon slightly to the left side of Uri. “Balls, no, fingers for the trigger, yes.”

“You fucking crazy?” Uri was frozen in place.

“Maybe. Sit down,” said Anna. “We want to explain something better to you.”

“You fucking fired the weapon in here?” Uri said, looking to see what the bullet had pierced. ‘You’re fucking crazy.”

“Don’t worry about your wall, pig,” said Anna. “Sit!”

Uri sat, his eyes wide with vodka and fright.

“We could have killed you if we wanted, days ago. But like you say, we are in the same boat, as you,” said Anna. “How do we know, after we kill you, the Boss doesn’t send somebody to kill us?”

“That slimy American bastard,” said Uri.

“One more slimy bastard, so what?” shrugged Svetlana.

“We thought it would be better to talk to you than to kill you,” said Anna.

“Instead of killing me? I agree very much.”

“We also talked to Tatiana Marcovich’s boyfriend, the American lawyer,” said Svetlana.

“You talked to Tatiana Marcovich’s boyfriend? An American lawyer? About what?”

“We talked to Tatiana in the ladies’ room, over here, the night we came in from Romania—remember?” said Anna.

“Da, da.”

“And she took our numbers, in case she finds some American wants to get married.”

“Get to the point,” said Uri.

“Yesterday, she called us,” said Svetlana.

“She said she wanted to talk to us,” added Anna. “So we met with her, and, like, out of the blue, she starts talking about the night we came back from Romania.”

“What did you tell her,” asked Uri

“There was nothing to tell her,” said Anna. “She said she and her boyfriend already knew everything, about you, about the trip to Romania, about what we were carrying, about the black one, about the Boss, everything.”

“She knew?”

“Everything,” said Svetlana. As she was talking, Uri watched her naked breasts jiggling.

“Keep your mind on business, pig,” said Anna.

“I am keeping my mind on monkey business.” Uri burst with laughter.

Svetlana took a pillow from the couch and covered her breasts. “Tatiana said that the attorney for the United States, the prosecutor, was interested in the Boss, about when he was doing business in drugs in Leningrad, and now, here. She said her boyfriend, the lawyer, knows the Prosecutor and could help us out of this trouble.”

“She also said that she also wants to see the boss in jail, because he killed her mother,” said Anna.

“He killed her mother?”

“That’s what she said,” said Svetlana.

“So we talked to her boyfriend,” Anna continued.

“And?”

“He said that if we helped the attorney for the United States with information about the Boss, we could help ourselves so we wouldn’t have to go to jail.”

“And me?” said Uri.

“That’s why we didn’t kill you, pig,” said Anna. “You know the Boss from in Leningrad.”

“Can you point that gun in a different direction?” said Uri.

Svetlana lowered the weapon. “I don’t point anymore. But I hold it.”

“They want us to tell information on the boss?” said Uri. “That is dangerous. He has many friends. We could be in big trouble.”

“We are already in big trouble,” said Anna. “The boss is a dangerous fuck. You, already, he wants you dead. Even we kill you for him, you think he’s going to forget we were trying to work around him?”

“Never!” said Uri.

“That’s what we think also,” said Svetlana.

“What does this American lawyer say we have to do?”

“He said we should talk to you, see if you would be interested taking a bath from your troubles.” said Anna.

“What’s does that mean, take a bath?” said Uri.

“That’s what I asked him,” said Anna. “He said if we talk to the Prosecutors for the government, we can wash away our crime.”

“You want to talk to him?” Uri said, looking from one to the other woman. “You think this is better?”

“What we have now, is we are all in line to be killed, you first, then after, us,” said Anna.

“This is true,” said Uri. “It’s better to talk than be killed by a gun, even the gun belongs to a naked woman.”

“Much better,” agreed Anna.


Lower Manhattan : September 3, 1996 : 4:15 P.M.

Supervisor Michael Becker was seated behind the desk in his office reading activity reports when the phone rang. “Becker,” he said into the receiver.

“This is Sandro Luca, Mr. Becker.”

“What can I do for you, Mr. Luca?”

“I’d like to meet to talk with you.”

“About?” said Becker.

“About Vasily Marcovich and Uri Mojolevsky in Leningrad, Anna Petrovski and Sascha Ulanov in Romania, Red Hardie in Scotrun Pennsylvania, Awgust Nichols in the Flash Inn, Tony Balls Spacavento in Chinatown, and a woman named Inga Marcovich on a deserted road near the border of Finland in 1986.”

There was stone silence on the other end of the phone.

“Hello?” said Sandro.

“That’s quite an eclectic array of people and places, Mr. Luca. You mind telling me what you think they have to do with me?”

“I’m sure you know exactly what these people have to do with you, Mr. Becker. I have just finished speaking with Uri—Anna and Svetlana decided not to kill him—and he filled me in about you from Leningrad to Brighton Beach and back again.”

“I’m sure that must have been very interesting, but I still fail to see what it has to do with me.”

“I’m on my cell phone,” said Sandro. “I’m sure the caller I.D. on your phone confirms that.”

Becker glanced down at the numbers on the viewer. A 917 cell phone number was registered. “What’s the significance of that?” said Becker.

“In case you thought I’d be on a compromised phone, trying to record you,” said Sandro.

“Doesn’t matter what phone you call on, or if you record, or not. I have nothing compromising to say about anything.”

“I’ve made some very interesting recordings over the last two days,” said Sandro. “I’d like to play them for you.”

“Recordings?”

“All the people who I mentioned a minute ago,” said Sandro. “They’ve all had sudden career changes. They’re all taking singing lessons.”

“What makes you think I have any interest in these people, their recordings, or anything else about them?” said Becker.

“Maybe I want to turn them over to you. It will be very private, just you and me. Anywhere you say. You pick it.”

“If I agreed to meet you, it might be construed that I know what you’re talking about, Mr. Luca, when in fact, I don’t.”

“Then I’ve made all these fascinating recordings for nothing,” said Sandro. “I thought you’d be very interested in having them.”

“I was just leaving the office,” said Becker. “If you want to have a drink—not to talk about the people you mentioned—just to have a drink, that’ll be fine.”

“Fair enough. Where do you want to make it. Someplace you’re comfortable.”

“You’ve been watching too many TV police shows, Sandro—may I call you Sandro?”

“Of course.”

“There’s Ponte’s or the Sporting Club. They’re both near here. You pick it, Mr. Luca.”

“Make it comfortable for yourself,” said Sandro.

“I’ll comfortable anywhere. Pick the place you have the most credit. You’re buying. I’m only a government employee.”

“Ponte’s. We can sit in the big couches downstairs,” said Sandro.

“What time?”

“Half hour, forty five minutes?”

“See you there,” said Becker.

Sandro closed his cell phone. He was seated across the desk from J.J. Dineen in the United States Attorney’s Office. Two D.E.A. Supervisors who had been specially flown up from Washington after Sandro and Dineen met late yesterday afternoon sat on a couch behind Sandro.

“Ponte’s is a perfect spot for a meeting,” said Sandro. “It’s on the street level, next to the river. Everything is flat and empty around it. French doors, panes of glass from top to bottom all the way around the lower level. It’s usually very quiet, almost empty, downstairs.”

“It’s not far from here,” Dineen said.

“I know the place,” said the first Supervisor.

In order to avoid having agents who might know Becker, and forewarn him, a squad of Agents had been pulled in from Hartford this morning. To further insure against leaks finding their way to Becker, the Agents had not been briefed on their assignment, just told to stand by for instructions in the D.E.A. garage with two vans filled with surveillance equipment.

“You may have chosen the place, but Becker knows his stuff,” said the first Supervisor. “The place is hard to set up for surveillance—flat, surrounded by nothing much. It’s on Desbrosses Street,” he said to the other supervisor. “No one can even pronounce the name, much less find it.”

“You think we get a bug in there?” said Dineen.

“Negative,” said the second Supervisor. “I don’t know the place, but I know Becker—when he was with the C.I.A. You’re not messing with a school boy. He’d never say a word inside. He might talk outside, in the middle of the street. He’d spot a van, a bug, even faster than he would a hard-on in a bathing suit.”

The first Supervisor nodded. “Pontes is the only building over there. There aren’t even any rooftops.”

“Maybe you could videotape through the glass doors from across the highway?” said Dineen.

“Visual might be possible,” said the first Supervisor. “Audio would be nothing. All kinds of traffic sounds from the highway.”

“I doubt we’ll even be able to use our radios,” said the second Supervisor. “Dollars to doughnuts he has a hand held with him, to monitor the channels.”

“If you folks don’t mind a suggestion,” said Sandro, “I think we should use the obvious to our advantage.”

“What do you mean?”

“Is everybody here?” Sandro said to Dineen, rising from his chair.

Dineen nodded. “In the conference room.”

“Good,” said Sandro, “let’s go in and see them. I think we can put our plans together and then I’ll go over to the restaurant to meet Mr. Becker.”

Just as the Supervisors in Dineen’s office had predicted, Becker brought a hand held radio to Ponte’s with him. He placed it in the middle of the low cocktail table in front of a thickly upholstered couch. Sandro sat in a matching armchair, at a right angle to the couch where Becker sat. Sandro’s back was to the glass doors and the traffic outside. Across the room from Sandro, a stairway led from the entrance doors to a low platform landing, then another staircase rose from the platform to the restaurant above.

“You want to search me, make sure I’m not wearing a wire?” asked Sandro.

“No need,” said Becker calmly. “I have nothing to say that would be the least bit interesting on a wire. And you are too smart, Counselor, to wear a wire, knowing that I might search you—especially since you’ve offered to be searched. A Stoli, double, chilled, no rocks,” Becker said to the waiter who had come to take their order.

“I’ll have a Kettle One, stem glass, tonic, lemon,” Sandro added.

Becker studied the waiter as he took the order. As Sandro took a hand held radio, practically identical to Becker’s, out of his pocket, Becker’s face twisted with curiosity. Sandro placed the radio on the table.

“What’s this?” asked Becker.

“Just in case we have to order another round.”

Becker snickered. “Where are your interesting recordings?”

“I left them in the car. You said you weren’t going to be very impressed, so I left them. If you want, I’ll get them.”

“We can wait. Let’s have our drinks, first,” said Becker.

“Na zdorovye,” said Sandro, raising his glass.

“Mud in your eye,” said Becker, glancing around the lounge, out to the street through the panes of glass in the French doors. He knew a game was afoot, he just wasn’t sure which game or who was playing.

“I’m glad you came,” said Sandro. “At least you’re interested in my friends.”

“I told you, I’m not,” said Becker.

“Especially one of them.”

“Which one is that?” said Becker.

“Vasily Marcovich. You remember Vasily, and his daughter, Tatiana, from the night they escaped from Leningrad in 1986, don’t you? You were with the C.I.A. then, right? You drove them almost the entire way to Finland.”

“What I remember about Leningrad is that it was fucking cold all the time,” said Becker. “I don’t recommend it.”

“Don’t you remember supplying Marcovich with heroin in Leningrad?”

“Counselor, if you’re going to talk horseshit, and think that I’m going to buy into that horseshit, let’s just finish our drinks and we’ll be on our way.”

Sandro picked up his radio, switched it on, and said “Vasily and Tatiana.”

In a short while, Vasily Marcovich and Tatiana came into the foyer of the restaurant. They walked together up the stairs, pausing on the low platform. They both looked over toward Sandro and Becker. Tatiana stared fiercely at the man on the couch.

“She grown quite a bit, don’t you think?” Sandro said to Becker.

Becker looked calmly toward the two people on the platform, sipped his drink. “They’ve both recorded their recollections of Leningrad,” said Sandro. “Thank you,” he called toward the platform. Vasily started up the stairs. Tatiana remained staring at Becker, her hands balled into fists. Vasily walked back, accompanying Tatiana upstairs.

“Is this a long dog and pony show?” said Becker.

“Not really a dog and pony show, more like, “This Is Your Life’” said Sandro. “Vasily said that he was introduced to you in Leningrad by Uri Mojolevsky, who was doing heroin in Moscow either for the C.I.A. or for you personally. He didn’t. Uri, didn’t have that part of it down clearly. Doesn’t matter much, I don’t think. There’s a little more. Uri Mojolevsky told us that he’s continued to deal for you in Brighton since he got here.”

“Who’s us?”

“Did I say Us? I meant me.”

“If Mojolevsky’s here, I’ll arrest him. He’s wanted in connection with an indictment,” said Becker.

“He said you’ve been supplying him since he’s been here.”

Becker made a dismissive sound as he picked up his glass. “You wasted your time recording this horseshit. Where in hell do you think you can go with it?”

“I don’t expect to go anywhere with it,” said Sandro. “I’m just here because my friends, Red Hardie and Tony Spacavento, couldn’t be.”

“Two more dirty druggies,” said Becker. “How can an experienced professional like yourself, believe this nonsense?”

“They might have been involved in drugs, but that didn’t warrant either of them the death sentence,” said Sandro. He put the radio near his mouth. “Uri, please.”

“Who are you radioing?” Becker leaned forward to look toward the entrance, then twirled to look out through the glass doors.

Uri Mojolevsky came through the doors and walked up the few steps to the platform, standing, hands clasped behind his back, as he faced Becker and Sandro. Becker stared back solemnly. After a few seconds, Uri turned and disappeared up the stairway.

“Anna and Svetlana say that after their trip from Romania with Sascha Ulanov, you wanted them to kill Uri to make amends for turning on you,” Sandro said to Becker.

“Anna and Svetlana who?” Becker said sharply. He sat back on the couch, annoyed with himself for letting any emotion escape.

“Anna and Svetlana,” Sandro said into his radio.

“You have Jimmy Hoffa out there by any chance?” said Becker, smirking.

The two women entered the restaurant and walked up to the platform. Anna gave Becker a middle finger.

“That’s some kind of bitch you’re dealing with,” Becker said to Sandro, amused. “I don’t know her.”

“That may very well be so,” said Sandro. “As I tell all my clients, I’ll believe anything you tell me, but horseshit me, you’re horseshitting yourself.”

“I don’t happen to be one of your clients, Counselor.”

“I think you’re going to wish you were,” said Sandro. “Last but not least, I have Awgust Nichols, of Penn Station fame—now how would I know that—from the Sport’s Club, from Romanoff’s, from Kennedy Airport, where he was with you and your agents. Nichols, please,” he said into the radio.

Awgust Nichols walked into the restaurant, handcuffed behind his back. Marty Geraghty directed him up to the platform. Nichols stood there, gazing down.

A second later, J.J. Dineen walked into the restaurant. Becker stared as Dineen walked toward him. Another supervisor who had been brought in for today’s arrest, accompanied by two agents, walked into the restaurant, moving in behind Dineen.

Becker stared in disbelief at the array confronting him. “You really buying all the horseshit that these people have been feeding you?” Becker said defiantly to Dineen, then looking at the agents. “You think that I’m going to cave in because of what some drug addicts and sickos have been telling you?”

“Maybe not,” Sandro said, rising to his feet. “Maybe everything you say is true and correct. In which case, you’ll come out of everything all right.”

“Come out of what all right?” Becker said testily, looking from Sandro to Dineen.

“The indictment and trial,” said Dineen.

“You’re going along with the hare brained idea that this disgrace of a lawyer just conjured up out of the cesspool of his clients?”

Dineen half turned, nodding to the Supervisor behind him.

The Supervisor stepped forward. “Stand up,” he said to Becker. “You have the right to remain silent—”

“Don’t start that Miranda shit with me,” said Becker.

“Stand up,” the Supervisor repeated. “You have the right to retain a lawyer of your choice—”

“This is horseshit,” said Becker, standing.

“If you cannot afford a lawyer, one will be provided for you. We’re going to take your gun and your badge. Stand easy.”

An Agent was now standing next to Becker. A second agent, the front of his jacket brushed aside, his hand on his weapon, stared steadily at Becker. The first Agent removed Becker’s weapon, handing it to the other Agent, who unloaded it. Becker was turned around and cuffed. His badge was removed and handed to Dineen.

Sandro walked up the stairs to the bar area. Tatiana was staring out the window, crying. Vasily was at the bar, downing a vodka.

“Did Anna and Svetlana go?” Sandro said to Tatiana.

“They went down the back elevator. Their plane leaves at seven fifteen. The Agents were driving them and putting them on the plane. Just as you worked out for them.”

“Better they’re voluntarily deported to Romania than sit in a jail here.”

“Let that son of a bitch sit in the jail for all of them,” Tatiana said angrily as she saw Becker in the street below, being placed inside a government vehicle. “For the rest of his miserable life.”


Astoria : September 11, 1996 : 8:30 P.M.

The door to the small party room at Pontecello’s on Broadway in Astoria was closed. Inside, Supervisor Becker, Mulvehill, Geraghty, Castoro, Santiago, and A.U.S.A. Dineen sat at the table. It was a private farewell party for Mike Becker who submitted his retirement papers shortly after hiring Jay Goldberg as his defense counsel. In order to work out a bail package which would keep Becker out of jail during the pendency of the case, Goldberg offered A.U.S.A. Rambeau—for appearance and personal reasons, Dineen asked to be replaced as prosecutor—a bail package which included surrender of Becker’s passport, his immediate retirement from the Agency, waiver of the ten day period within which an indictment had to be obtained, and two hundred and fifty thousand dollars bail, secured by a stock account of Becker’s worth ninety thousand dollars, title to his condominium apartment in the Village, and two PRBs (personal recognizance bonds) one signed by Becker’s brother, the other by Becker himself.

The hush-hush party was arranged by Geraghty and Mulvehill in Astoria, since the Agency had admonished the members of the squad to save themselves embarrassment, and because they were, technically, potential witnesses against Becker—although with the evidence available from co-conspirators, the Agents’ testimony would hardly be necessary—not to associate with Becker.

“Here’s to the best damn Agent, regardless of whatever, if you know what I mean, which I’m sure you do, I ever met,” said Mulvehill somewhat foggily, raising his beer bottle toward Becker. Actually, it was Mulvehill’s sixth beer since he arrived at the restaurant, and he and Becker had stopped off for a couple of drinks before they arrived.

“Here, here,” said Geraghty. He, too, had already had several drinks.

Dineen raised his scotch on the rocks.

Becker nodded and smiled, raising his Stoli. “I want to tell you, I really appreciate this dinner. Most of the other bullshitters—ah forget it. I won’t even dignify them by talking about them. Here’s to us.” Becker lifted his glass.

Everyone drank.

The dinner proceeded, with everyone drinking, toasting each other, and everything else in the world. Santiago, not much of a drinker or carouser, was the first to leave, about 10 o’clock. Castoro tried vainly to keep up with Mulvehill, Geraghty, Dineen, and Becker, but left about 10:30.

The remaining celebrants continued the evening in various ways. Geraghty and Dineen, now standing, drinks in one hand, an arm around the other, harmonized, ‘My Wild Irish Rose’. Mulvehill joined in the song sporadically as he leaned back in his chair, eyes closed, stopping to draw air through a half smoked, unlit cigar propped in the corner of his mouth. Becker, still seated at the head of the table, stared straight ahead. His eyes were red and moist. About fifteen minutes earlier, noiselessly, tears had begun to run down his cheeks. Dineen and Geraghty urged him to join their singing, but he just stared straight ahead, crying, not responding.

“I’ve got it, lad,” said Geraghty, when he and Dineen had finished their song. “Danny Boy.” As always, when he drank, Geraghty’s brogue became more pronounced. He never noticed this phenomenon as he drank, and the next day, he never remembered.

“Come on, Mike, Danny Boy,” Dineen urged Becker enthusiastically.

Becker didn’t react.

“Pete?”

“Great,” Mulvehill responded without opening his eyes, starting to his feet. Half way up, he collapsed back into the chair. He balanced there for a moment, then the weight of his head tilted him forward until his face came crashing down onto the table top. He still held a beer upright with his left hand on the table. He didn’t stir.

Geraghty and Dineen stopped singing, studying Mulvehill.

“Is he dead?” said Geraghty.

Geraghty shook his head. “Unless you can snore when you’re dead.”

“Oh, Danny Boy, the pipes, the pipes are playing …”

Stephan Malevic, the owner of the restaurant, opened the door slowly, peeking in. Everyone except the bus boys waiting to clean up had already left. Over the years of his patronage—the bar downstairs being the place to which Geraghty escaped from his nearby home for a quick shooter toward closing hours—Geraghty and Stephan had become friendly. Often, they’d go drinking together further along Broadway after Stephan pulled down the iron gates in front of the restaurant.

“Hey, hey, my buddy, come in, have a drink,” said Geraghty. He pointed to the bottle of vodka on the table in front of Becker.

“Let’s go down the street for a drink,” said Stephan. “I’ll buy. The bus boys are waiting to clean up in here. They want to go home.”

“Close my ass,” emanated from Mulvehill’s mouth. His eyes were still closed, his head on the table.

“One drink, then we’ll go, lad,” Geraghty said to Stephan.

“One,” nodded Stephan.

Geraghty began to pour a tumbler full of vodka.

“Whoa, whoa” laughed Stephan. “I’m not a horse.”

“You’re a horse’s ass,” mumbled Mulvehill. “Guinea fuck.”

Stephan, from a Serbian town so close to Trieste that the native also spoke Italian, smirked at Mulvehill, raised his glass, clinked it against Geraghty’s wine glass, Dineen’s beer bottle, and drank.

“Is he okay?” Stephan said, looking toward Becker whose silent crying jag had begun again.

“Absolutely fine,” said Geraghty. “Having a hell of a time. Just a bit nostalgic.”

Stephan nodded and drank.

After a rendition of ‘I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen’, Geraghty and Dineen tugged and hoisted Mulvehill to the upright. One on each side of him, they balanced Mulvehill’s heft as he swayed his way slowly toward the door.

“We getting the bum’s rush from the Dago fuck?” Mulvehill said, one arm around Geraghty’s neck.

“Not at all, not at all,” replied Geraghty. “We’re going down the street for another drink.”

“Good. This place is a shit house anyway,” Mulvehill said, trying to glance around.

“It is that,” Geraghty said, winking at Stephan. Stephan shrugged, amused.

Becker had stopped crying, had straightened his tie, and now, wordlessly, followed behind the group.

Dineen went first down the stairs, half-turned to hold Mulvehill from falling forward. Geraghty tried to stay on the same step with Mulvehill, holding him upright. Step by step, they descended. At the bottom of the steps, there was a short wall, a right turn through a doorway, to the dining room. About three steps from the bottom, Mulvehill’s heft surged as he tumbled forward.

“Thar she blows,” shouted Geraghty.

Dineen jumped deftly through the doorway at the bottom of the stairs as Mulvehill surged forward and down, crashing into the wall. “Oh shit,” he groaned, beginning to sag at the knees. Dineen reached for him and, with Geraghty, pulled him to his feet, turning him toward the doorway.

“Here we are. Let’s have a drink,” said Mulvehill.

“We’re still in the first joint,” said Geraghty.

“The wop’s place?”

“The very one. Come on, lad, make it toward the door.”

“Yeah, let’s get out of this greaseball joint.”

Geraghty and Dineen slowly guided Mulvehill out to Broadway. Becker came out, silent, austere, and stood on the sidewalk, looking in each direction along a deserted Broadway.

Stephan pulled the iron gates down in front of the restaurant, slipping heavy locks through holes in each side.

“My cigar. I forgot my cigar,” said Mulvehill, twirling back toward the bar. “What the fuck?” he said as he faced the closed gates. “I forgot my cigar, meatball,” he said harshly to Stephan. “Open the fucking gate.”

“Come on, Pete. You finished that rope already,” said Geraghty.

“Hell, I did. That was a perfectly good cigar, and I want it, Pasta Man!” He pushed his face right into Stephan’s face. He laughed. “Pasta, Pasta Man,” he tried to sing to the tune of ‘Macho Man’.

“Here, I’ve got a much better cigar,” said Stephan, taking a cigar out of his shirt pocket. “A Te Amo, beautiful cigar.”

“Gimme.” Mulvehill grabbed at the cigar with a fist, cracking the thin cigar in half. “Shit. This one broke. Gimme another.”

“That’s the only one I had,” said Stephan.

“Cheap fuck. Gimme a light,” Mulvehill said, putting half the cigar in his mouth. Stephan lit a match. Mulvehill puffed mightily, then puffed some more. He couldn’t pull any air through the cigar. “Cheap fuck,” he repeated, taking the cigar out of his mouth and throwing it in the street.

“Don’t throw it away,” said Geraghty quickly. ‘You didn’t bite the end of it, you dopey Irish fuck.”

“You can call me that. Not him,” Mulvehill said with a snarl toward Stephan.

“I didn’t say a word,” said Stephan.

“Yes, you did, you just did. See what a dumb bastard this I-tie is?”

Becker at the curb raised his arm toward an occupied cab. The cab sped past.

“What are you doing, Chief?” Mulvehill said toward Becker. “I’ll drive you home.”

Becker didn’t say a word, raising his arm toward a cab with an unoccupied light on top.

“You can’t drive, Pete,” said Dineen. “I’ll give you both a lift.”

“I can drive,” protested Mulvehill.

“Bullshit,” said Geraghty.

The cab stopped at the curb. Becker fumbled with the door handle, opened the door. “Good night,” he said, not turning, and fell into the cab.

Geraghty began to laugh hilariously. Mulvehill gave him a stiff elbow. “Need help, Chief?”

Becker pulled himself up to the back seat and gave the driver instructions. The cab began to move away. “Good night,” said Becker to a closed window.

Two women turned a corner and were now walking on Broadway toward the group in front of the restaurant. As they saw the tottering quartet, the women’s steps slowed, stepping down into the street to avoid the men.

“Don’t worry, lovely lasses, we’ll not hurt you,” said Geraghty with a courtly bow.

“What’s this, two quiff?” said Mulvehill, spying the women. “Hey quiff, you want to play hide the weenie for ten bucks?”

“Don’t pay any attention, he’s had a bit too much to drink.”

“I’d never have guessed,” said one of the women.

“You don’t have to worry. I’m not a drug addict. Just a drunk,” said Mulvehill. He laughed.

“We could easily become drug addicts. We have all the shit in the world back in the office. For free. Maybe you want to play hide the weenie for a bag of coke,” he said toward the women.

They walked faster, trying to get past the men.

“Sorry, ladies,” said Dineen. “He’s right. He’s just pleasantly a little drunk, not a dangerous drug addict.”

“You guys got some candy?” one of the women said, stopping a few feet away from the group.

“Candy?”

“Nose candy. He said you have all the stuff you want in your office,” said the second woman.

“Unfortunately, we don’t,” said Geraghty. “But we’d be delighted to buy you a drink.”

“You gonna let that guy have another drink?”

“No, I’m taking him home,” said Dineen. “Come on, Pete. You go with them,” Dineen whispered to Geraghty.

Geraghty took Stephan by the elbow. “We were just heading to that lovely place down the street for a night cap,” Geraghty said to the women, approaching them.

“Hey, quiff,” Mulvehill called, “I can get you some shit if you want.”

“Come on, Pete,” said Dineen, putting an arm around Mulvehill’s waist.

Mulvehill put an arm around Dineen’s shoulders. “Don’t you want to play hide the weenie with the girls?”

“Come on, let me get you home.”

“You guys cops or something?” one of the women said to Geraghty.

“Why do you say that?”

“That fat guy has a gun.”

“I’m with the D.E.A., he owns this place,” Geraghty said, pointing to Stephan.

“Oh, the D.E.A.,” said the other woman. “You really can get all the stuff you want. You got any on you?”

“Never touch the stuff,” said Geraghty.

“Too bad,” said the other woman. “You want a drink?” she said to her friend.

“I gotta get home to my babysitter.”

“Give her a ring,” said Stephan. “One drink.”

“Oh, okay. One. Just remember, I never kiss on a first date.” The two women began to laugh.

“Neither do I,” said Geraghty. They all laughed as they walked toward the neon lights of the next bar.
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