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            1.

         

         Looking out from my second-floor window onto Montague Street is better than the third-floor view. From here you can almost make out the lines in the faces of the hundreds of working people moving past; people who, more and more, have no reason to walk through the doors of the fancy shops and banks that have made their claim on that thoroughfare. These new businesses are like modern-day prospectors panning for gentrified, golden customers who will buy the million-dollar condos and fancy clothes, eat in the French bistros, and buy wine for a hundred dollars a bottle.

         When I took this office, almost eleven years ago now, there were used-book stores, secondhand clothes shops, and enough fast food to feed that displaced army of workers in Brooklyn Heights. That’s when Kristoff Hale offered me a twenty-year renewable lease because another cop, Gladstone Palmer, had overlooked his son Laiph Hale’s involvement in the brutal attack on a woman; a woman whose only offense was to say no.

         Three years later Laiph went to prison for another beating, one that got bargained down to manslaughter. But this had nothing to do with me; I had the lease by then.

         My maternal grandmother always tells me that every man gets what he deserves.

         
              

         

         Thirteen years earlier I was a cop too. I would have tried to put Laiph in prison for the first assault, but that’s just me. Not everyone sees the rules the same. The law is a flexible thing—on both sides of the line—influenced by circumstance, character, and, of course, wealth or lack of same.

         My particular problem with women was, at one time, my desire for them. It didn’t take but a smile and wink for me, Detective First Class Joe King Oliver, to walk away from my duties and promises, vows and common sense, for something, or just the promise of something, that was as transient as a stiff breeze, a good beer, or a street that couldn’t maintain its population.

         For the last thirteen years I have been somewhat less influenced by my sexual drives. I still appreciate the opposite, sometimes known as the fairer, sex. But the last time I acted on instinct I ran into so much trouble that I believed I was pretty much cured of my roaming ways.

         
              

         

         Her name was Nathali Malcolm. She was a modern-day Tallulah Bankhead, with the husky voice, quick wit, and that certain something that defined the long-ago starlet. My dispatcher, the same Sergeant Gladstone Palmer, called via cell phone to give me the assignment.

         “It should be easy, Joe,” Palmer assured me. “It’s basically a favor for the chief of Ds.”

         “But I’m on that portside thing, Glad. Little Exeter always makes his move on Wednesdays.”

         “That means he’ll be doin’ it next Wednesday and the one after that,” my sergeant reasoned.

         Gladstone and I had come through the academy together. He was white Irish and I was a deep shade of brown, but that never affected our friendship.

         “I’m close, Glad,” I said, “real close.”

         “That may very well be, but Bennet’s in a hospital bed with a punctured lung and Brewster messes up two out of every five collars. You need a point or two on your sheet this year anyway. You spend so much time at the docks you don’t make half the arrests you need to keep your numbers up to snuff.”

         He was right. The one place the law was not flexible was in statistics. Criminal arrests and convictions, the retrieval of stolen property, and competent investigation that leads to crime solution were what our professional careers hinged on. I had a big case in front of me, but it might be a year before I could wrap it up.

         “What’s the offense?” I asked.

         “GTA.”

         “Just one cop for a chop shop?”

         “Nathali Malcolm. Stole a Benz from Tremont Bendix of the Upper East Side.”

         “A woman car thief?”

         “Order came from up top. I guess Bendix got friends. It’s just a single woman lives alone in Park Slope. They say the car is parked in front of the brownstone. All you have to do is ring the bell and slap on some cuffs.”

         “You got paper on her?”

         “It’ll be waiting for you at the station. And, King…”

         “What?” Glad only used my middle name when he wanted to make a point.

         “Don’t mess it up. I’ll send you a text with all the details.”

         
              

         

         The purple Benz was parked in front of her place. It had the right plates.

         I looked at the front door, flanked by full-length windows that were swathed in yellow curtains. I remember thinking that was the easiest arrest I’d ever been sent on.

         “Yes?” she said, opening the door maybe a minute after I rang.

         Her tan eyes seemed to be staring through a fog at me. She had red hair, and the rest, pure Tallulah.

         My grandmother likes old movies. When I visit her in the Lower Manhattan retirement home, we watch the old love stories and comedies on TCM.

         “Ms. Malcolm?” I said.

         “Yes?”

         “I’m Detective Oliver. I have a warrant for your arrest.”

         “You’re what?”

         I took out the leather fold with my shield and ID. These I showed her. She looked, but I’m not sure she registered anything.

         “Tremont Bendix claims you stole his car.”

         “Oh.” She sighed and shook her head slightly. “Come in, Detective, come in.”

         I could have grabbed her right there, put on the restraints while reciting her rights as the Supreme Court detailed them. But this was a soft arrest and the lady was feeling tender, vulnerable. Anyway, Little Exeter Barret had already connected with the captain of the Sea Frog. The shipment of heroin wouldn’t be in for a few more days.

         I was a good cop. The kind of officer who had yards of patience and lost his temper only when threatened physically by some suspect. And even then I took no joy in beating him after he’d been subdued and restrained.

         
              

         

         “Would you like some water?” Nathali Malcolm asked. “The good stuff’s all been packed away.”

         The living room was filled with boxes, bulging duffel bags, and piles of books and electronic equipment, along with clusters of potted plants.

         “What’s going on here?” I asked, as if reciting a line that had been written for me.

         “This is what Tree calls me stealing his car.”

         She was wearing a sheer and shimmery green housecoat with nothing underneath. I hadn’t paid close attention at first. When I got there I was still intent on the job.

         “I don’t understand,” I said.

         “For the past three years he’s paid my rent and left me the Benz to use as my car,” she said. Her tan eyes had turned golden under electric light. “Then his wife threatened to divorce him and he told me to get out and bring his car back to his uptown garage.”

         “I see.”

         “I have to move, Detective…what’s your name again?”

         “Joe.”

         When Nathali smiled and shifted her shoulders, the structure of our temporary relationship changed from potential handcuffs to definite bedsheets.

         
              

         

         Nathali was very good in bed. She knew how to kiss and that is the most important thing to me. I need to be kissed and kissed a lot. She intuited this necessity, and we spent the better part of that afternoon and way into the evening discovering new and exciting ways and places to kiss.

         She was a victim. I could see that in her eyes, hear it in her deep voice. And the arrest warrant was wrong. A man leaving his car at a girlfriend’s house, a house he paid the rent on, had no expectation of her returning that automobile to his garage.

         The next morning I’d make my report…and get back to the docks, where the real crime was happening.

         
              

         

         When I opened my eyes, Monica Lars, my wife at the time, was already awake and making breakfast for her and Aja-Denise Oliver—our six-year-old daughter. I awoke to the smell of coffee and the memory of Nathali kissing my spine in a place I could not reach. I’d left her when my shift was over. I’d showered and changed at the station and got home in time for a late supper.

         Drowsing for the last time in my morning bed, I took in a deep, satisfied breath; then the doorbell rang.

         The bedroom of our Queens home was on the second floor, and I wasn’t due in to work until the afternoon. I was naked and very tired; anyway, Monica knew how to answer a door.

         I stretched a bit, thinking how much I loved my little family and that a promotion to captain was not an impossibility once I single-handedly busted the largest heroin ring to ever exist within the borders of the greatest city on earth.

         “Joe!” Monica yelled from the entrance hall, which was downstairs and all the way at the front of the house.

         “What?” I bellowed.

         “It’s the police!”

         The one thing a cop’s wife never says is, It’s the police. That’s what criminals and victims of criminals say. Sometimes we said it about ourselves while pointing a service revolver at the back of some perp’s head. The mayor called us the police and now and then the newspapers did, but a cop’s wife saying it’s the police would be like my black-skinned grandmother calling out to my ex-sharecropper grandfather that it’s some Negroes at the do’!

         I knew there was something wrong and that Monica was trying to warn me. I had no idea that that would be her last loving act in our marriage or that her call heralded the end of any kind of normal life I could expect.

         
              

         

         After the arrest, my union-supplied lawyer informed me that the prosecutor said there was a small sign posted next to the front door of the Park Slope brownstone. It read, PROPERTY UNDER ELECTRONIC SURVEILLANCE, so I had no expectation of privacy.

         “Ms. Malcolm said that you presented her with the choice of either going to jail or performing fellatio,” Ginger Edwards explained.

         I’d been at Rikers for only thirty-nine hours and already four convicts had attacked me. There was a white adhesive bandage holding together the open flesh on my right cheek. I broke the slasher’s nose and knife hand, but the scar he gave me would last longer.

         “That’s not true,” I said to Ginger.

         “I saw the tape. She wasn’t smiling.”

         “What about when she was kissing me?”

         “Nothing like that.”

         “Then the tape was doctored.”

         “Not according to our guy. We’ll look deeper into it, but the way it stands they got you on this.”

         Ginger was short with light brown hair. She was slender but gave the impression of physical strength. In the middle of her thirties, she had a plain face that wouldn’t look much different in twenty years.

         “What should I do?” I asked the diminutive white woman.

         “I’d like to float a plea with no jail time.”

         “I’d lose everything.”

         “Everything but your freedom.”

         “I need to think about this.”

         “The prosecutor intends to bring rape charges.”

         “Come back day after tomorrow,” I said. “Ask me about a plea then.”

         Ginger’s eyes were also light brown. They opened rather wide when she asked, “What happened to your face?”

         “Cut it shaving.”

         
              

         

         I decided to take my chances with the system. In the next two days I got into half a dozen fights. They’d given me a private cell, but on the fourth morning of my incarceration, a crazy-looking fellow named Mink splashed a bucket of urine through my cell door. Mink was gray-eyed with olive skin and kinky blond hair.

         The guards didn’t have anyone clean my cell.

         It was in that stink that I became a murderer-in-waiting. The next time Mink passed my cell door he leaned forward, pretending to get a whiff of me. He miscalculated by five inches and I got him. Before the clown-man knew it, I had him in the chokehold I’d used against many of his peers. I’d kill him and anybody else who even thought about putting a hand on me. I’d be in prison for the rest of my life, but everybody from Mink’s friends to the warden would know better than to ever get within reach again.

         The guards got to us before I could kill the ugly, piss-slinging convict. They had to open the door to pry me loose from my victim. Then the peacekeepers and I had one helluva fight. I never knew what it was like to be pummeled with a truncheon; you don’t feel the blows through the rage, but that night the bone bruises hurt like hell.

         Just a few days and I’d switched allegiances from cop to criminal. I thought that was the worst thing…but I was wrong.

         
              

         

         The next afternoon, when I had grown accustomed to the smell of piss in my clothes, a group of four guards approached my cell wearing head-to-toe riot gear. Someone hit the switch to pop the door open and they rushed me, pinning me to the floor and chaining my wrists and forearms around the waist and to the leg irons on my ankles. Then they dragged me down one hall after another until I was tossed into a room so small that three men wouldn’t have been able to play blackjack at the miniature metal table that was soldered to the floor.

         I was chained in a metal chair to the table and the floor. Many a suspect had been tethered before me like that while I interrogated them. I had never really understood how they felt or how anyone could expect someone to have any kind of revelatory conversation while being hog-tied in that manner.

         I struggled against my bonds, but the pain from the previous day’s bruises was too great and I had to stop.

         When I quit moving, time congealed around me like amber over a mosquito that had taken a small misstep. I could hear my breaths and feel the pulse in my temples. It was in that moment I understood the phrase serving time. I was that servant.

         Just as I gave up hope, a tall and, some say, handsome Irishman walked into the room.

         “Gladstone,” I uttered. It might have been a psalm.

         “You look like shit, your highness.”

         “And I smell like piss.”

         “I wasn’t gonna mention that,” he said, taking the metal chair across the table from mine. “They called and told me that you put a convict in the hospital along with three guards to keep him company. You broke one dude’s nose and another guy’s jaw.”

         The grin on my face was involuntary. I could see my pain reflected in Gladstone’s eyes.

         “What’s wrong with you, Joe?”

         “It’s like a crazy house in here, Glad. I been beat, cut, and showered in piss. And no one even gives a damn.”

         Dispatch Sergeant Gladstone Palmer was lean and mean, six foot one (two inches on me), with a mouth that was always smiling or getting ready to do so. He stared at me and shook his head.

         “It’s a shame, boyo,” he said. “They turned on you like a pack of dogs.”

         “Who signed the papers on the girl?” I asked.

         “It was an e-mail from the chief of Ds, but when I called his office they said that they never sent it.”

         “I didn’t force that woman.”

         “It would help if your dick wasn’t so big and black. Just looking at her look at it, you could imagine how scared she was.”

         “What about the rest of the video?”

         “The only camera was in the living room. That’s all it showed.”

         I remembered then that she wanted to go up to the bed after the first movement of our tragic opera. It was a plan.

         “They framed me, Glad.”

         My friend winced and shook his head again.

         “They framed me!”

         “Look, Joe,” he said after a full thirty seconds of silence. “I’m not saying they didn’t. But we all know what you’re like with the ladies, and then there’s that other thing.”

         “What thing?”

         “If it’s a frame it’s airtight. From the video to the girl’s testimony, they’ve got you as a predator. You were pulling her by the hair, for chrissakes.”

         “She asked me to,” I said, realizing what those words would sound like in front of a jury.

         “No audio on the tape. It looks like she was begging you to stop.”

         I wanted to say something but couldn’t find the right words.

         “But it’s not that that’s the problem,” Gladstone said. “The problem is you got powerful enemies who can reach in here and snuff you out.”

         “I need a cigarette,” I replied.

         My only friend in the world lit a Marlboro, stood up from his chair, and placed it between my lips. I took in a deep draw, held it, and then blew the smoke from my nostrils.

         The smoke felt wonderful in my lungs. I nodded and inhaled again.

         I will never forget the chill in that room.

         “You got to be cool, Joe,” my dispatcher said. “Don’t be talking about a frame in here, or to your lawyer. I’ll look into this and I’ll talk to the chief of Ds too. I got a contact in his office. I know a couple of people here too. They’re going to take you out of gen pop and put you in solitary confinement. At least that way you’ll be safe until I can work some magic.”

         It’s a terrible fall when you find yourself grateful to be put in segregation.

         “What about Monica?” I asked. “Can you get her in here to see me?”

         “She don’t wanna see you, King. The detective on the case, Jocelyn Bryor, showed her the tape.”

         
              

         

         My gratitude for getting solitary didn’t last long. The room was dim and small. I had a cot, a hard-edged aluminum toilet, and two and a half paces of floor space. I could touch the metal ceiling by raising my hand six inches above my head. The food sometimes turned my stomach. But because they fed me only once a day I was always ravenous. The fare was reconstituted potatoes and corned beef jerky, boiled green beans and, once a week, a cube of Jell-O.

         I wasn’t alone because of the roaches, spiders, and bedbugs. I wasn’t alone because the dozens of men around me, also in isolation, spent hours hollering and crying, sometimes singing and pounding out rhythmic exercises.

         One man, who somehow knew my name, would often regale me with insults and threats.

         “I’m gonna fuck you in the ass, and when I get outta here I’m’a do the same to your wife an’ little girl.”

         I never gave him the satisfaction of a response. Instead I found an iron strut that had somehow come loose from the concrete floor. I worried that little crosspiece until finally, after eight meals, I got it free.

         Nine inches of rusted iron with a handle torn from my threadbare blanket. Somebody was going to die behind that shard of Rikers; hopefully it would be the man who threatened my family.

         
              

         

         Never, not once, did they take me from that cell. In there I craved a newspaper or a book…and a light to read by. Bunged up in solitary confinement, I fell in love with the written word. I wanted novels and articles, handwritten letters, and computer screens filled with the knowledge of the ages.

         During those weeks I accomplished a heretofore impossible feat: I gave up smoking. I had no cigarettes and the withdrawal symptoms just blended in with the rest of my suffering.

         The other prisoners’ complaints became background noise like elevator music or a song you’d heard so often but never knew the words.

         I clutched my cell-made blackjack at all times. Somebody was going to die by my hand—after two weeks it didn’t much matter who.

         
              

         

         I had eaten eighty-three nauseating meals when, while I was asleep, four riot-geared officers came into my cell and shackled me. I fumbled my blackjack because the sudden light from outside my crypt-like cell blinded and disoriented me.

         I yelled at my captors, demanding they tell me where they were taking me, but no one answered. Now and then someone hit me, but those were just love taps compared to what they could have done.

         They deposited me in a pretty big room, attaching my bonds to steel eyes that were anchored to the floor. I sat at the butt end of a long table. The fluorescent light burned my eyes and gave me a headache. I wondered if someone was going to come in there and kill me. I knew that this was still America and that people who worked for the law did not execute without the will of the courts, but I was no longer sure of that knowledge. They might execute me because they knew I had become an unrepentant murderer behind their prison walls.

         “Mr. Oliver,” a woman said.

         I looked in the direction the voice came from and was amazed to see that she had made it into the room without my notice. Behind her stood a hale black man uniformed in a blue that was new to me. I hadn’t heard them come in. Sounds had taken on new meanings in my head, and I couldn’t be sure of what I heard.

         I yelled a word at her that I had never used before, or since. The man in the blue suit rushed forward and slapped me…pretty hard.

         I strained every muscle trying to break my restraints, but prison chains are designed to be greater than human sinew.

         “Mr. Oliver,” the woman said again.

         She was fair-skinned, tall, and slender, with salt-and-pepper hair and a pants suit that was muted navy. She wore glasses. The lenses glittered, obscuring her eyes.

         “What?”

         “I am Underwarden Nichols and I am here to inform you that you are being released.”

         “What?”

         “As soon as Lieutenant Shale and I leave, the men that brought you here will remove your bonds, take you to a place where you can shower and shave, and then give you clothes and some money. From there on your life is your own.”

         “What about—what about the charges?”

         “They’ve been dropped.”

         “What about my wife, my life?”

         “I know nothing about your personal dealings, Mr. Oliver, only that you are to be released.”

         
              

         

         I saw my face for the first time in months in the polished steel mirror next to the small shower where I cleaned up. Shaving revealed the vicious gaping scar down the right side of my face. They didn’t always offer stitches at Rikers.

         
              

         

         When I got off the bus at the Port Authority on Forty-Second Street I stopped and looked around, realizing how hollow the word freedom really was.

      

   


   
      
         
            2.

         

         “Are you thinking about prison again, Daddy?”

         She was standing at the door to my office. Five nine and black like the Spanish Madonna, she had my eyes. Though worried about my state of mind, she still smiled. Aja wasn’t a somber adolescent. She was an ex-cheerleader and science student, pretty enough not to need a regular boyfriend and helpful enough that other teenage girls with boyfriends knew she was the better catch.

         Her black skirt was too short and the coral blouse too revealing, but I was so grateful to have her in my life again that I picked my battles with great care.

         Monica, my ex-wife, spent years trying to keep us apart. She took me to court to try to get a judgment against my ever seeing Aja-Denise and then sued me for failing to pay child support when she had drained my accounts and I didn’t have two nickels to my name.

         It wasn’t until she was fourteen that Aja forced her mother to let her stay with me on a regular basis. And now that she was seventeen she said that either she worked in my office or she’d tell any judge who would listen that Monica’s new husband, Coleman Tesserat, would walk in on her when she was in the shower.

         “What?” I said to my child.

         “When you look out the window like that you’re almost always thinking about jail.”

         “They broke me in there, darling.”

         “You don’t look broke to me.” It was something I said to her one morning when she was a little girl trying to get out of going to school.

         “What’s that you got?” I asked, gesturing at the bundle in her hand.

         “The mail.”

         “I’ll get to it tomorrow.”

         “No, you won’t. You never go through it until the bills are all late. I don’t know why you won’t let me put your bank account online so I could just pay them all myself.”

         She was right; I kept thinking that some false evidence would come in the mail and send me back to that roach-infested cell.

         “I have to go out on that Acres job,” I explained.

         “Take it with you and go through it while you wait. You said that ninety-nine percent of the time you’re just sitting in your car with nothing to do.”

         She held out the bundle and stared into my eyes. There was no mistaking that Aja-Denise had fought with her mother because she knew I needed her.

         I reached out for the package and she grinned.

         “Uncle Glad called,” she said when I was sifting through the bills, junk mail, and various requests from clients, courts, and, of course, my ex-wife. There was also a small pink envelope addressed by an ornate hand and postmarked in Minnesota.

         “Oh?” I said. “What did Gladstone have to say?”

         “Him an’ Lehman, War Man, and Mr. Lo, are playin’ cards down the street tonight.”

         “That’s Jesse Warren,” I said, “not War Man.”

         “He told me to call him that.”

         I didn’t like Gladstone’s friends very much, but he kept them away from the office most of the time. And I owed Glad; he had saved my ass more than once since the arrest.

         Getting me put in solitary rescued me from becoming a murderer, and then later, when I couldn’t raise enough money for rent and child support, he came up with enough cash for me to start the King Detective Service. He even guided the first few clients my way.

         But the best thing Gladstone Palmer ever did for me was to broker my severance with the NYPD. I lost my retirement and benefits except for medical insurance for Monica and my daughter. Magically, there was no blemish on my record either.

         For the past week or so I’d been reading the nearly hundred-year-old novel All Quiet on the Western Front. There was a character in there who reminded me of Glad; Stanislaus “Kat” Katczinsky. Kat could find a banquet in a graveyard, a beautiful woman in a bombed-out building. When the rest of the German army was starving, Kat would show up to his squad with a cooked goose, ripe cheese, and a few bottles of red wine.

         You couldn’t question a friend like Kat or Glad.

         “I told him you were on a job,” Aja said.

         “You’re my angel.”

         “He said he’d try to stop by before you left.”

         The letter from the heartland intrigued me, but I decided to put off reading it.

         “How’s your mother?” I asked.

         “Fine. She’s writing you to give money for her and Tesserat to send me to Italy for this youth physics conference they’re having in Milan.”

         “That sounds nice; like an honor.”

         “There’s a hundred kids and only four from the U.S., but I don’t want to go. So you could tell her you’ll help but you won’t ever have to pay.”

         “Why don’t you want to go?”

         “Reverend Hall is having a special school in this Bronx church where good science students teach at-risk kids how scientists do experiments.”

         “You know you really have to start doing some bad things,” I said with a little too much gravitas in my tone.

         “Why?” Aja asked. She was really worried.

         “Because as a father I have to be able to help you at least some of the time. With great grades, a good heart, and the way you bully me over the mail I feel like I have nothing to offer.”

         “But you did do something for me, Daddy.”

         “What? Buy you a Happy Meal or a hot dog?”

         “You taught me to love reading.”

         “But you never read except for homework, and you complain about that.”

         “But I remember spending those weekends with you when I was little. Sometimes you’d read to me all morning, and I just know that I’ll do that when I have a little girl.”

         “There you go again,” I said, mostly covering the tears in my voice. “Being so good that it makes me feel useless. Maybe I should start punishing you every time you get something right.”

         Aja knew when the conversation was over. She shook her head at me and turned. She walked from the room and I was, for a brief moment, relieved of the fall from grace foisted upon me by somebody in the NYPD.

         Before I could turn to the pink envelope from the Midwest, Aja returned with a big brown envelope in her hands.

         “I almost forgot,” she said. “Uncle Glad left this for you.”

         She handed me the package and turned away before I could tease her more about her perfections.

      

   


   
      
         
            3.

         

         After Aja returned to the outer office desk, I was at sea there for a while. My life since those ninety-odd days in Rikers had been what I can only call vacant. I didn’t feel comfortable in the company of most people, and the momentary connection with my daughter, or the few friends I had, left an aftermath of isolation. Human connection only reminded me of what I could lose.

         Being an investigative private detective worked out perfectly because my interactions with people were mostly through listening devices and long-distance camera lenses. The few times I had to actually talk with people I was either playing a role or asking cut-and-dried questions like “Was so-and-so here on Friday night after nine?” or “How long has Mr. Smith worked for you?”

         The buzzer sounded.

         Half a minute later Aja-Denise said, over the intercom, “It’s Uncle Glad, Daddy.”

         “Send him in.”

         
              

         

         The door opened and the tall, athletic, eternal sergeant walked in. He was wearing a straw-colored sports jacket and trousers so dark green that they might have passed for black. The white shirt and blue tie were his mainstay, and that smile lived equally in his eyes and on his lips.

         “Mr. Oliver,” he hailed.

         “Glad.”

         I rose to shake his hand and then he lowered into the seat across from me.

         “This office smells like a prison cell,” he said.

         “I got a cleaning lady come in and lay down that scent every other week.”

         “What you need is an open window and less time moldering behind that desk.”

         “Aja told me about the poker game tonight. I’d like to join you, but I got a man needs following.”

         Glad’s eyes were cornflower blue. Those orbs shone on me, accompanying his that’s too bad smile.

         “Come on, Joe. You know you got to get outta this funk. It’s been a decade. My son is off to college. My little girl is working on a second grandchild.”

         “I’m doing fine, Sergeant Palmer. Detective work suits me. That’s the way I roll.”

         I had always been envious of Gladstone, even before my life hit the rocks. Just the way he sat in a chair made you think that he had a handle on a life that was both a joy and deeply meaningful.

         “Maybe you could roll your way into better circumstances,” he suggested.

         “Like what?”

         “I know a guy who might be of some help. You remember Charles Boudin?”

         “That crazy undercover cop? The one that got into his cover so much that he bit an arresting officer to get in good with the Alonzo gang?”

         “And which one are you?” Glad replied. “The pot or the kettle?”

         “What about Charlie?”

         “I was gonna get you drunk on this new seven-hundred-dollar bottle of cognac I got,” Glad said. “You know…win all your money and get you singing. Then I was gonna tell you that C.B. is now a lieutenant in the Waikiki PD. He says he could get you in there in a wink.”

         That was the first inkling of the great transition before me. Glad had been angry that I was treated with disrespect by our brothers in blue. He wanted every cop to have the best. He really was my only close friend, with maybe one exception, who wasn’t also blood.

         “Hawaii? That’s five thousand miles from here. I can’t leave Aja like that.”

         “After a year you’d be a resident, and the university at Manoa has an excellent physics department. A.D. could get a BS there and move on, or she could stay and get a PhD. It’s a real good school and the cost is almost nothing.”

         He’d done his homework.

         “Are you trying to get rid of me, Glad?”

         “You need to get back up on the horse, Joe. There’s no charges pending against you and the department is legally prohibited from saying what you were suspected of. I know three captains would give you glowing references.”

         “And Charlie already said he’d get me in?”

         “They need experience like yours out there on the island, Joe. You were one of the best investigative cops New York ever had.”

         “Aja might not want to go so far away.”

         “She would if you were there. That girl idolizes you. And she’d do it just so that you stop brooding in here like some kind of lovesick walrus.”

         “What if it came out?” I said. “You know…what they say I did? What if I upended my life and then the whole thing falls apart under my feet? I’d have moved Aja, with no money and no way to come home.”

         Without missing a beat Glad said, “You remember that time Rebozo was shot up in East Harlem?”

         “Yeah?”

         “Two gunmen with semiautomatics and Officer R. on the asphalt hemorrhaging like a motherfucker. You take them on with just your sidearm, wound them both, cinch Paulo’s wounds, and make it home in time for supper.”

         “And still they set me up like a goddamned tenpin.”

         “Fuck them,” Glad said with barely a smile. “If you could stand up to armed gunmen, then why would you be afraid of five thousand miles?”

         It was a good question.

      

   


   
      
         
            4.

         

         In my line of work you need a car; to follow people, yes, but also to get from place to place without having to wait for, and pay for, taxis and limos, Ubers and gypsy cabs. That is unless you like climbing down into subway tunnels like a rat or roach passing through some forgotten prisoner’s cell.

         New York is not a car-friendly city and so I decided to buy the Italian-made Bianchina—a microcar that’s so small it almost brings its own parking place with it. It looks like a full-grown sedan that got shrunk down until almost a toy. I had mine painted dull brown to make it a little less likely to be noticed.

         At 6:16 I parked down the block from the Montana Crest apartment building near Ninety-First Street and Third Avenue. While waiting for my quarry I intended to sift through the mail that Aja-Denise gave me.

         Before I tore open the first envelope I thought of what life might be with no winter and a job as a cop again. I’d be so far away that no one would know my story. Maybe that was all I needed to break out of my ten-year funk.

         That got me thinking about my daughter again.

         Aja was not my daughter’s given name. When she was still small she learned how to spell the word for the continent in school and then saw the letters A-J-A graffiti-scrawled on a wall somewhere. The idea that two differently spelled words sounded exactly the same tickled the little girl and she took on the name because, she said, “Sometimes I’m happy and sometimes I’m sad but I’m still the same person anyway.”

         
              

         

         I started with the package that Gladstone had dropped off.

         Therein I found four NYPD-generated documents that followed the path of a file-based investigation.

         These records told me that the fingerprints lifted from the discarded water bottle of the woman identifying herself as Cindy Acres actually belonged to someone named Alana Pollander. Ms. Pollander had been born Janine Overmeyer but changed her name after being convicted for check kiting in her home state—Ohio. Armed with this new name, she went to work for a man named Ossa James, a political “researcher” from Maryland.

         With the use of the iPad my daughter made me buy I was able to see that Ossa James had recently signed an exclusive contract with Albert Stoneman—candidate for the congressional office in the same district where I was waiting for Representative Bob Acres. Bob Acres who was married to a Cynthia I’d never met.

         Representative Acres, when he was in New York, was extremely punctual. He usually returned home between 6:30 and 7:05. So at 6:25 I put away the records and iPad and turned on my boom box because the Bianchina radio doesn’t have the best speakers.

         That day I played a CD I’d burned featuring my favorite musician since getting out of Rikers—Thelonious Monk. Before my arrest I loved old jazz: Fats Waller and Louis Armstrong among many others. My father, Chief Oliver, wanted to name me King so that no one could denigrate me by using my first name as if I was some kind of servant or something. He also loved Louis Armstrong’s mentor, King Oliver, and wanted to make a memorial to him with my naming. But my poor, luckless mother, Tonya Falter, was raised in Chicago and thought the other schoolkids would make fun of a fancy name like King. Chief respected Tonya’s opinion and named me Joseph, King Oliver’s given name, and used King as the middle appellation.

         My christening being so close to jazz, I naturally leaned in that direction. But once I got out of jail I no longer felt the smooth riffs of the earlier musicians. Monk always had a good group of talented musicians with him, but while they played deep melodies, he was the madman in the corner pounding out the truth between the fabrications of rhythm and blues.

         “Round Midnight” was playing when Bob Acres got out of a cab in front of the Montana Crest. He was wearing a light brown suit, dark shoes, and no hat. He didn’t wear a tie either, his political career being based on brotherhood rather than superiority. He liked talking with his constituents and, if I was to believe the press, he represented their concerns as closely as any politician could.

         For two hundred and fifteen dollars a day I shadowed Acres’s nighttime activities as the woman calling herself his wife had asked. She told me that she was sure he was having an affair and wanted proof so that she could force him into an amicable settlement for the divorce.

         On the surface all this made sense. The New York Times had printed a small article on the separation of Cynthia and Robert Acres. She’d moved back to her home state, Tennessee. The one blurry picture of her looked enough like the woman who’d come to my office—if that woman had lost some weight and dyed her hair blond.

         Before my frame and arrest I would have believed the woman calling herself Cindy Acres, but after my downfall I always questioned what I was told. Therefore I took the fingerprints from a water bottle she’d used and got Glad to run them.

         This was only the second week that Bob was in town. He’d spent most of his time down in D.C. working on legislation and political strategies.

         The first week I followed Bob he’d gone out three times: once to dinner with a young man who might have been his son; once to a fund-raiser at the Harvard Club; and lastly to what appeared to be an illegal card game on West Twenty-Seventh. But this last week all that changed. He came home every evening by 7:00, went to his fourth-floor apartment, and turned on the light. Then, each night, the light went off at 10:17 and came on again at 6:56 the next morning.

         Four days in a row Bob’s light went on and off with military precision. I wondered who had tipped him off that he was being watched and where he was going that he needed an automatic system on his lights.

         The night before, I waited in the alley near a doorway alcove at the side of the Montana. At 8:34 Bob Acres, dressed in a sweat suit, came out. He walked two blocks west, where he was met by a black Lincoln Town Car.

         Twenty-four hours later I was ready.

         The moment he walked through the front door of the Montana I drove to the block where he’d met the black car. There was another limo parked at the far corner.

         There I waited.

         Thelonious had moved on to “Bright Mississippi.” While he played that fairly traditional number I took out the pink envelope from Minnesota, sniffed its mild scent, and tore it open.

         
            Dear Mr. Joseph K. Oliver,

            Pardon my intrusion into your life but my name is Beatrice Summers and I believe that I have very important information for you. We are not unknown to each other. When you met me I was going by the name Nathali Malcolm. I fooled you into believing that I was the victim of a cruel man, seduced you, and then blamed you for sexual assault. You have always been in my mind since that time. I was forced to entrap you by a policeman named Adamo Cortez. He came to me after I’d been arrested with a large amount of cocaine and I was facing a long prison sentence. But since then I moved to Saint Paul, got off drugs and into a Christian community that knew my sins and forgave them. I am now married with two beautiful children and a wonderful husband from whom I hide nothing. We, Darryl and I, discussed what I had done to you and we agreed that I should write and offer to come back to New York and testify on your behalf. We were both sinners, Mr. Oliver, but I believe that you have paid for your transgressions while I have not. Below you will find my home phone number. I am a stay-at-home mother and housewife these days and there’s an answering machine. I hope to hear from you soon.

            Yours in Christ,

            Beatrice Summers

         

         Reading that letter I felt both numb and jittery. I knew, of course, that there had been a conspiracy behind my arrest, but it was so well done and I had come so close to being locked in a cell forever that I let that truth fade until it was almost completely hidden behind the memory of those prison walls.

         But here was an answer to a question that I was afraid to ask; afraid because I didn’t want to go back into that cell. I didn’t want to, but there was the evidence right there in my hand…right there.

         The unstable mixture of rage and fear caused me to raise my head just as Representative Bob Acres was opening the back door of the hired transport.

         I am a lifelong Democrat, as my father and his father had been. Bob Acres was a dyed-in-the-wool Republican, but I would have cast my ballot for him right then. His appearance purged the past for a moment, allowing me to concentrate.

         
              

         

         The limo made its way to the West Side Highway and then through to the Holland Tunnel. We crossed the state line somewhere under the Hudson River, but it was a short trip.

         Exiting in Jersey City, New Jersey, the limo took the first right and pulled into the parking lot of the Champagne Hour Motel on Clarkson. I stopped across the street and snapped pictures with my high-resolution digital camera. The first-floor rooms’ doors opened onto the parking lot. Through the high-powered lens I saw Acres entering room number thirty-nine.

         The limo drove off.

         I waited seven minutes, then drove into the lot, parked, and went to the glass-encased office, which had a high pink desk, turquoise walls, and a ceiling paved with glittering red tiles. Behind the high counter stood a lovely young black woman with thick braids of dark brown and cherry red. Her face was broad, but there was no smile attending her beauty.

         I had my go bag at my side. It might have been a travel bag.

         “Good evening,” I said.

         “Hello,” she replied without a hint of welcome.

         I was glad to see her despondence. Happiness rarely wants to do business with a man in my trade.

         I put a hundred-dollar bill down on the desk and said, “I have fond memories of rooms thirty-seven and forty-one.”

         “That ain’t enough,” she said, sneering at the bill. “It’s a hundred eighteen dollars a night.”

         “That’s for you,” I said, putting two more C-notes next to the one I’d already dropped. “This is for the room.”

         She smiled, said “Forty-one is free,” and I secretly cheered for my country, where, over and over again, the almighty dollar proves its superiority.

         
              

         

         There were a few sounds coming through the wall from thirty-nine. I opened my bag and took out a small hand drill with a one-eighth-inch bit. The device was almost silent, and when I just tapped the diamond-crusted bit every second or so against the locked door that connected the two rooms, there was hardly even a whine.

         My room was dark, and when the light of thirty-nine shone through I took the surgical fiber-optic lens from my bag, connected it to the all-purpose digital camera, and then attached the camera to my iPad. I threaded the laser-wire lens through the hole and an image of what can only be called matchless debauchery filled the screen.

         
              

         

         The pair of transgender prostitutes must have been waiting for him. The three of them were already naked and erect. I watched the play closely, mostly to avoid thinking about the intelligence that Beatrice Summers had bestowed.

         The T-girls were good at their job. They played feminine very well.

         Bob, for his part, was passionate and very, very happy.

         I got about three and a half hours of video before the alcohol- and drug-induced mini-orgy was over. I waited until everyone from room thirty-nine had showered, dressed, and departed; then I went to bed with the most important item in my detective’s bag of tricks—a small silver flask filled with twenty-year-old hundred-proof bourbon.

         
              

         

         My dreams were of solitary confinement and the iron rod I dropped while being dragged from that cell. In the nightmare I was beating Mink’s face in with the most powerful, the most satisfying blows I had ever delivered.
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