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Praise for Peter Leonard:




 





“Quiver is good. It’s really very good – with some cracking dialogue, clever plotting and an enjoyably bloody climax.”


The Times




 





“With his stunning debut, Peter Leonard has more than proved he can mix it with the big boys. There are flickers of Scott Turow and Carl Hiaasen in his prose and more than a nod or two to Tarantino and the Coen brothers.” Daily Mirror




 





“Fast, brutal, and incomparably entertaining … [Trust Me] is sensational.” Uncut




 





“Wry, paint-fresh dialogue you could read all day long.”


Guardian




 





“This pacy pulp extravaganza, with its cast of crooked misfits, impeccably choreographed anarchy, race-tuned backchat and a disaster-prone femme fatale, is pure new-wave Elmore with a tantalizing flavour of Carl Hiaasen.” Daily Telegraph
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One





McCabe watched Chip offer the long-haired guy a cigarette, the guy surprising him, taking the pack of Marlboros out of Chip’s hand. Chip tried to get it back and the guy pushed him. He was six feet, maybe a little taller, with dark hair, shoulder length and reminded McCabe of Fabio, the romance-novel model. McCabe watched him tap a Marlboro out of the pack, put it in his mouth and light it with a plastic lighter, blowing smoke in Chip’s face, and slipping the cigarettes in the front pocket of his shirt. Now a stocky guy with close-cropped red hair, like a Marine, came up next to him and Fabio said something in Italian and they both glanced at Chip and laughed.


Chip came toward McCabe and McCabe said, “You let him take your cigarettes?”


“I didn’t let him, he just did it,” Chip said.


McCabe looked down at his black $400 Cole Haan boots with a zipper on the side. “He’s going to take your shoes next and then he’s going to take anything else he wants.”


Chip looked over at the guy and back to McCabe. He looked nervous now, afraid. “No he isn’t,” Chip said, like he was trying to convince himself.


“You better hope not,” McCabe said.


“What do you want me to do? There’re two of them.”


McCabe was pissed at him for getting them in this situation in the first place.


Chip said, “You think I’m going to get in a fight over a pack of cigarettes?”


“I wish you luck,” McCabe said.




 *





An hour earlier they were coming out of a bar in Santa Maria di Trastevere, fountain in the middle, church at one end. It was a little after midnight, Chip walking drunk toward a taxi that was across the piazza, a dark silhouette shape in the moonlight. Chip ahead of McCabe, stopping now, stumbling, arms outstretched, gaze fixed on something in the distance.


“‘There, Spartacus, is Rome,’” he said in a theatrical British accent, voice echoing off the buildings that surrounded the square. “‘The might, the majesty, the terror of Rome. There is the power that bestrides the known world like a colossus.’”


McCabe grinned, he’d heard it all before, but it was still funny the way Chip got into, the way he delivered the lines. Chip started moving again, walking to the taxi, a yellow Fiat, leaning against it, facing McCabe as he approached.


“‘There is only one way to deal with Rome,’” Chip said. “‘You must serve her. You must abase yourself before her. You must grovel at her feet. You must love her.’”


“Dinner theater ever comes to town,” McCabe said, “you’re all set.”


He got in the rear passenger seat of the cab, looked forward and noticed the driver wasn’t there. He leaned his head back, closed his eyes, feeling the buzz from eight Morettis, resting for a few seconds. He heard a door open and close. Heard the engine start up and rev. He opened his eyes, Chip glancing back at him, grinning. Chip putting it in gear, accelerating around the square, picking up speed, doing a donut, tires squealing.


McCabe said, “This how Connecticut rich kids get their kicks?” He figured Chip would lose his nerve or lose interest, but he didn’t.


He looked at McCabe in the rearview mirror and said, “‘Are you afraid to die, Spartacus? When one man says no, I won’t, Rome begins to fear.’”


McCabe saw the taxi driver come out of a restaurant now, old dude running into the piazza after his car, yelling and shaking his fist. “Basta! Aspetta!”


McCabe felt bad for the guy and said, “Come on. That’s enough.”


Chip ignored him and drove out of the square, made a wide right-hand turn, going into the oncoming lane, forcing a car to swerve out of the way.


McCabe reached between the seats, grabbed Chip’s arm and said, “Pull over, you dumbass, you’re going to kill somebody.”


“We’re going to Harry’s for a nightcap,” Chip said, slurring his words.


They were in Trastevere, a maze of narrow cobblestone streets and medieval buildings on the west bank of the Tiber. They blew through an intersection, took a right on Via Garibaldi, passed a cop car parked on the side of the road, the word CARABINIERI in white type on the side of a blue sedan, two cops in the front seat, looking at them. The scene felt like it was happening in slow motion. McCabe glanced back through the rear window as the police car, lights flashing, took off after them. He saw Chip’s face in the rearview mirror, the happy drunk grin gone, replaced by a worry, concern.


Chip said, “Jesus Christ.”


McCabe said, “I can’t wait to see what you’re going to do next.”


Chip braked hard and went left down an alley that didn’t look wide enough for a car, laundry hanging overhead on ropes strung between the buildings. Chip turned the wheel, taking a left on Via dei Riari, the back end of the taxi sliding, then going all the way around, spinning out of control, crashing into a parked car. McCabe was on the floor when the police pulled him out and cuffed his hands behind his back.




*





Now they were in the center of a holding cell at police headquarters in Rome, wondering what was going to happen. Prisoners spread out across the room that looked to be sixty by forty, bars along one side, guys staring at them, two American students looking out of place among the Italian drunks, thieves and cons. The long-haired guy and his friend were still looking at them, grinning, mocking them.


McCabe said, “I’ll be right back.” He turned, heading for the two Italians.


Chip said, “What’re you going to do?”


McCabe could feel all the eyes in the room watching him as he approached Fabio, walked up to him and said, “I see you looking over laughing at us like a little girl. Is that what you are? With that hair, I can’t tell if you’re a woman or a sissy.” He didn’t know if the guy understood what he was saying or not, but his arm muscles tightened like he was going to throw a punch. McCabe stepped in, grabbed the cigarette pack, ripping the pocket off his shirt. Fabio stood there, looking surprised. “You took this from my friend, forgot to give it back.” McCabe turned and went back over where Chip was and handed the pack of Marlboros to him. “Somebody else takes them,” he said, “you’re on your own.”


Chip gave him a big wide-eyed look. “Unbelievable. What did you say to him?”


“I don’t remember.”


“You don’t remember? Come on.”




*





They were taken to a room and interrogated by a no-nonsense cop, a detective in a black sport coat. He was built like a soccer player, stocky and still muscular in middle age, thinning salt-and-pepper hair combed back. He introduced himself as Captain Ferrara. McCabe told him their names and told him they were students at Loyola University.


Chip said, “We weren’t actually stealing the taxi.”


Ferrara said, “No? What were you doing?”


Chip said, “We were drunk. It was a joke. Scherzo.”


Captain Ferrara said, “Scherzo? This is how a man makes his living and you dismiss it as something trivial, unimportant. You have too much to drink and use this as an excuse? The man’s automobile is damaged. Now he has no way to earn a living, support his family.”


Chip said, “I’ll buy him a new one.”


He held Chip in his laser gaze, eyes locked on him.


Chip said, “You know who Senator Charles Tallenger is, right?”


He sounded drunk.


Captain Ferrara stared at him, studying him.


Chip said, “Well I’m his son, Charles Tallenger III.”


Captain Ferrara didn’t say anything, didn’t seem impressed, gave him a stern look.


Chip was a smartass, but McCabe had never seen him turn on this arrogant superiority. Based on the captain’s expression it didn’t seem to be going over very well.


Chip said, “I have to make a phone call.”


He said it like a spoiled Greenwich rich kid, which McCabe decided was redundant, maybe even tri-dundant if there was such a word.


“It’s my right as an American citizen,” Chip said.


Captain Ferrara said, “You are a prisoner, you have no rights. In Italy, you are guilty until proven innocent.”


Chip said, “I don’t think you understand what I’m saying.”


The captain’s face tightened, like he wanted to go over and knock Chip on his ass.


He said, “No, I think you are the one who does not understand, but you will.”


He turned and walked out of the room and closed the door.


McCabe said, “Do me a favor, don’t say anything else, okay?”


Chip said, “What’s your problem?”


“You’re being an asshole. Every time you open your mouth the situation gets worse.” He’d never seen Chip act like this before. Jesus.


“You want to get out of here?” Chip said. “We’ve got to tell these idiots who they’re dealing with.”


“All you’re doing is pissing him off,” McCabe said, “making things worse. I’m in this thanks to you, and I don’t want you talking for me.”


Captain Ferrara never came back, and a few minutes later a cop in a uniform came in and cuffed McCabe’s hands behind his back and took him to the garage and pushed him in the rear seat of a Fiat. Two heavyset cops squeezed in on both sides, flanking him like he was a hardened criminal, a flight risk.


The cops sitting next to him had breadcrumbs on their jackets and there was a comic-opera quality about them, big men in fancy, over-the-top uniforms with red stripes running down the sides of the pants and white leather sashes worn diagonally across their jackets, and matching white leather holsters. They held their brimmed blue hats in their laps. McCabe thought they looked like cops from some made-up Disney dictatorship.


They pulled out of the garage and turned right and drove down Via del Corso past Victor Emmanuel, the Wedding Cake, also known as the Typewriter, past the Colosseum and the Forum and Campidoglio, the cops talking about Italy playing in the World Cup.


The cop on his left said, “Did you see Grosso score the winning penalty?”


The cop on his right said, “How about that crazy Frenchman?”


“Unbelievable,” the cop behind the wheel said. “Zidane’s a madman. Ten minutes to go, he headbutts Materazzi. That was the game.”


“It was a factor, sure,” said the cop to his right.


The cop to his left said, “A factor, it was the difference.”


The driver glanced in the rearview mirror and said, “What are you, head of the Zidane fan club?”


“I don’t like him,” the cop to his right said. “But you have to admit he is one of the all-time greats – up there with Vava and Pele.”


“How much have you had to drink?” the cop to his left said.


When they got on the autostrada, McCabe said to the cop on his right, “Where’re we going?”


The cop looked at him and grinned like something was funny.


Twenty minutes later McCabe understood why, the walls of a prison looming in the distance, 3:30 in the morning.


The cop on his right said, “Rebibbia. Your new home.”


He’d heard of Rebibbia, the prison for hardcore cons, and wondered why they were taking him there. Stealing a taxi didn’t seem serious enough. They drove along a fence topped with razor wire, the prison set back on acres of flat open land.


They entered the prison complex and McCabe’s carabinieri escorts took him into the processing area, released the cuffs and handed him over to the Polizia Penitenziara, a prison cop signing a form and giving it to one of the carabinieri cops, making the transaction official.


Then he was standing in line with at least twenty other prisoners – some he recognized from the holding cell – waiting to be processed. Each prisoner was photographed and fingerprinted. Then they went through a room where they were given a blanket, a tin cup, a spoon, a bar of soap, a towel.


McCabe heard Chip’s voice and saw him at the far end of the line. “I’m an American. My father is a US senator. Capisce?”


The guard looked bored, his expression saying he had no idea what Chip was talking about, but there was no way he could mistake Chip’s attitude, his arrogance.


McCabe said, “Hey, Tallenger, with your connections I thought you’d be out by now. Don’t they know who you are?”




*





He spent the night in an eight-by-eight-foot cell, solitary confinement. As he was waking up, he was thinking about Chip and the taxi and being taken to Rebibbia, wondering, before he opened his eyes, if it was a dream, and then opening them and seeing sunlight coming through the barred window, making a distorted pattern on the floor.


He sat up studying the room in daylight for the first time. The door was made out of steel, painted blue. It had a little square window about three quarters of the way up, so the guards could look in, check on him, which they did on a fairly regular schedule.


There was a metal sink against the wall, and the bunk he was sitting on, the frame painted orange, bolted into the wall. There was a stainless-steel toilet without a seat, squares of newsprint cut for toilet paper. The walls were cracked and scarred with graffiti. Some guy named Ricki professing his love for Anna in black marker.


McCabe got up, went to the sink, turned on the faucet and scooped water in his hands and splashed it on his face. He dried himself with the towel they gave him, gray-white and stained. He wondered how many inmates had used it before him to dry their own parts. He moved to the window and held the bars, looking out at the prison walls and guard towers, and below him the exercise yard, an expanse of concrete surrounded by a high fence topped with razor wire, the yard empty first thing in the morning. It looked like ghetto playgrounds he’d seen in the projects around Detroit.


A guard came to his cell and got him, 3:30 in the afternoon, took him through the cellblock, passing blue steel cell doors just like his, to a barred gate at the end of the hallway. It felt good to get out of the little room, stretch his legs. He’d never been in a confined space for that long without being able to leave and it was getting to him, messing with his head.


Adding to the problem, McCabe was on an academic scholar ship, thirty-five grand’s worth of tuition, room and board. He’d lose it if he was involved in a disciplinary situation, school rules listing a dozen things that would get a student kicked out: drinking, drugs, fighting, cheating, missing classes, not maintaining an acceptable grade point average and a few more infractions he couldn’t remember, but stealing a taxi was definitely not one of them.


The school would bend the rules where Chip was concerned. He wasn’t on scholarship and his dad was a US senator who had generated a lot of positive PR for the Rome Center Year Abroad Program.




*





Mazara watched him walk across the yard and stand with his back to the fence, face tilted up feeling the sun after almost twenty-four hours in a cell, the white box as prisoners referred to it. Mazara studied him, one of the Americans from the holding cell. He was not big, but looked like he was in shape, about his age. He had surprised Mazara, taking the cigarette pack out of his pocket, surprised him and caught him off guard by the boldness of the move, not expecting it. Now Mazara wanted to see how good he was, see if he could back it up.


He dribbled the basketball over to the American, inmates watching him, wondering what he was going to do. Mazara bounced the ball off the concrete at him, the ball thudding into his chest. The American opened his eyes, reached over, picked it up and held it, eyes on him.


“I don’t have any cigarettes, if that’s what you’re looking for.”


Mazara said, “Want to play? You and me. The winner walks through the gate a free man.”


The American smiled, looking up at him, eyes squinting in the sun.


Mazara said, “They catch you selling drugs?”


“Stealing a taxi,” the American said.


“Va bene,” Mazara said. “They keep you here eight, ten months, no more than a year.”


The American said, “What about you?”


Mazara said, “Is a misunderstanding.” He pulled his hair back and wrapped a rubber band around the ponytail.


“They put you in Rebibbia for a misunderstanding, huh?”


“It can happen,” Mazara said.


The American bounced the ball to him and got up. 




*





Fabio, as McCabe thought of him, took it out. He started with the ball straight up over his head. Moved it down to his chest and waist, then his knees and back up. He faked left with his eyes and McCabe went for it. Fabio dribbled to his right and went up for a shot, arms bent, snapping his wrist as he released the ball, the ball arcing up and swishing through the cylinder. He raised his fist, looked at McCabe, nodded his head a couple times. There were hoots and cheers from the inmates that had formed a circle around the half court.


Now McCabe brought it in. He went right, crossed over, drove for the hoop, Fabio all over him, bumping him with his body. McCabe hesitated, faked left, went left, threw up a half hook that kissed the glass and went in.


The prisoners went crazy.


Fabio brought the ball in, faking left with his eyes, going to his right with his right hand, knees bent, made his move, juked McCabe with a shoulder fake, crossed over, right to left, and back, had him off balance as he went up for a fifteen-footer, but McCabe regained his balance and stripped the ball.


McCabe brought the ball in, went full tilt for the basket, stopped, pulled up and launched a twenty-five-footer. Fabio tried to block the shot, but he was too late. The ball bounced around the rim and in.


Fabio was pissed off now, McCabe could see the strain on his face, McCabe making him look bad in front of his boys. Fabio brought the ball in, did a shoulder fake, froze McCabe and launched a high thirty-footer that landed on the rim and bounced off.


The prisoners were really getting into it, shouting, taunting.


McCabe worked his way toward the basket, keeping his dribble low, protecting the ball. He went in for a short jumper, left his feet and Fabio hit him, fouled him in mid-air. The ball hit the glass and went in. McCabe went flying, landing hard on the concrete. He got up slowly, gaze locked on Fabio, “This the way you want to play? Okay.”


Fabio held the ball close to his chest under his chin. He drove left, went behind his back with his right hand, left McCabe standing there. Drove hard for the hoop and went in for a lay-up, a sure thing, but McCabe caught him, stuffed him from behind, and knocked him down; the inmates were yelling, going crazy.


Fabio got to his feet, squaring off with McCabe, fists raised, ready to go at it as a guard appeared, pushing his way through the crowd.



















Two





“I didn’t see McCabe again till we were taken over for trial,” Chip said. “There were thirty of us packed in a holding cell, waiting to be transported to the courthouse. I look over, see McCabe handcuffed to this little dude, I thought he was a midget.”


“He was Sardinian,” McCabe said. “Scared to death. Kept throwing salt over his shoulder and picking his nose.”


“Why salt?” Brianna said.


She was Chip’s girlfriend. Brianna Labitzke, a nice-looking brunette with perfect teeth, from Santa Clara, whose father owned a vineyard named after her. They made a premium Chardonnay and an award-winning Pinot.


“For good luck,” McCabe said.


“Why’d he pick his nose?” Brianna said.


“I don’t know,” McCabe said. “Maybe it’s a Sardinian custom.” He flashed back to the transport van, the size of an airport shuttle, narrow two-sided bench that ran down the center, six prisoners sitting back to back with six others, McCabe handcuffed to the nervous little dude with tiny feet in scuffed brown shoes dangling over the floor, the bodies of twelve men jerking back and forth to the sway of the van. He remembered the view approaching the city, Rome spread out in the distance, seeing six of the seven hills.


Now they were sitting at a table at Pietro’s, a neighborhood café two blocks from school, eating bread and cheese and olives, drinking wine, the house Chianti, McCabe across from Chip, Brianna on his left. The room was big and open and only a third full at 7:00 in the evening. There was an Italian newspaper, Corriere della sera, open on the table, McCabe reading a headline that said:




US SENATOR’S SON ACQUITTED IN TAXI THEFT





There were photographs of McCabe and Chip, shot when they were standing on the steps of the courthouse after the trial, their names transposed. A line under McCabe’s photo said, Charles Tallenger III, son of US senator Charles Tallenger II. The line under Chip’s picture said, William McCabe, a student at Loyola University.


Chip said, “There must not be much happening in Rome if this qualifies as news.”


McCabe said, “Are you kidding? Any time a famous rich kid screws up, people want to know about it. Makes them feel good. Makes them think they’re better than you.”


“Well, I’ve got news for you, they’re not,” Chip said.


“Remember when Paris Hilton went to jail? The media interrupted coverage of the G8 summit to tell us what was happening in her life.”


Brianna glanced at McCabe and said, “It looks so strange to see your name under Chip’s picture.” She took a sip of wine, eyes staying on him. “You don’t look like a Charles Tallenger III.”


Chip said, “McCabe couldn’t be me if he had to.”


McCabe said, “I’m not dumb enough.” He picked up an olive and popped it in his mouth, chewed it and spit the pit into his napkin.


“You’re not refined enough,” Chip said. “It comes down to refinement and breeding.”


McCabe said, “You sound like a French poodle.”


Brianna said, “Or what’s that dog that looks like a Chinese person?”


Chip said, “A shih-tzu.”


“No,” McCabe said, “a shih-tzu looks like a miniature lion. You’re thinking of a Lhasa apso.”


Chip said, “How’s a guy from Detroit know what a Lhasa apso looks like? A Rottweiler or a pit bull, I can understand.”


He picked up his wine glass now, drank too much and splashed down his chin onto his shirt. Chip dipped his napkin in his water glass and rubbed the wine stain on his shirt, blotting it, making it worse.


“Look at him,” McCabe said. “It comes down to refinement and breeding.”


Chip grinned showing a mouthful of olive paste.


“He’s a class act,” McCabe said, “isn’t he?”


Brianna said, “McCabe, look at the positive side. If you were Chip, you’d get the trust fund, and I’d be going out with you.”


McCabe said, “So you’re in it for the money, huh?”


Brianna winked at him and smiled flashing her perfect teeth. “’Course I am.”


“Be nice, wouldn’t it?” McCabe said. “Somebody hands you a million dollars for doing nothing.”


“Add two more zeros,” Chip said, “you’ll be in the ballpark.”


Brianna said, “I want to hear about jail. Were you afraid?” She put her sexy gaze on Chip.


“I wasn’t,” Chip said. “Prisoners I met were a bunch of pussies.”


McCabe glanced down at the newspaper, the next page, and saw two black-and-white photographs of faces that looked familiar. “It’s your buddies from jail.”


Chip said, “What’re you talking about?”


“Guy who took your cigarettes and his friend.”


Chip said, “Yeah, right?”


McCabe picked up the newspaper and turned it around so Chip could see the pictures. Chip picked it up and read the article, and when he finished, looked up at McCabe.


“The prison transport they were riding in was ambushed as it came into the city. It was stopped at a traffic light. Men dressed as construction workers got out of a truck that was parked on the side of the road. Shot out the van’s tires, gained entrance and overpowered the guards. The two prisoners and their accomplices escaped.” He held up the paper. “Look at this.”


There was a photograph of the van, tires resting on their rims, bullet holes in the windshield.


“The two prisoners, Sisto Bardi and Roberto Mazara, had been arrested for extortion and were going to trial when the van was intercepted.”


“Who are they?” Brianna said.


“We were in a holding cell at police headquarters,” Chip said. “I asked the long-haired guy, Mazara, for a light. He asked me for a cigarette. I took out my pack and he grabbed it.”


Brianna said, “What’d you do?”


“Nothing. It wasn’t worth it.” He picked up his glass and sipped his wine. “McCabe went over and got it back. I couldn’t believe it. You should’ve seen these guys. They looked like extras in The Sopranos.” Chip glanced down at the paper. “It says they’re allegedly involved in extortion, kidnapping, weapons trafficking and racketeering.”


Brianna said, “What’s racketeering?”


“Being involved in illegal activities,” Chip said. “They’re armed and dangerous.” He was reading the article. “You see them, call the ROS.” He looked up. “Like we’re going to see them again.”


Brianna said, “What’s the ROS?”


Chip said, “Raggruppamento Operativo Speciale,” reading the article, “an elite unit of the carabinieri formed to fight organized crime.”


McCabe saw Pietro, the owner, wave him over, Pietro sitting at the bar, having a glass of grappa before it got crowded. McCabe stood up and said, “I’ll be right back.” He walked over and sat next him.


Pietro was in his mid-forties, short and heavy with a thin tapered mustache and dark hair combed back.


“McCabe, what is this I hear about you in Rebibbia?”


For whatever reason, Pietro had taken a liking to him, introduced him to his family, invited him to his house for dinner, offered him the use of his summer home in Lazio. McCabe told him what happened.


Pietro shook his head and glanced at Chip. “Him I can see, but not you, McCabe. You should have phone me. I know a few judges. They come here for cannelloni.” He patted McCabe on the cheek. “Stay out of trouble, uh?”




*





McCabe went back to the table.


Brianna said, “You guys were lucky. Anything else happen? Anybody try to …”


McCabe said, “You mean did we end up being somebody’s girlfriend? I don’t know about Chip, but I walked out with my virginity intact.”


Chip said, “I was in a cell with a South American pickpocket and an old dude who’d been there since the early seventies.”


Brianna said, “What’d he do?”


“I don’t know, but he slept with his clothes on, thinking he was going to be released any time and wanted to be ready.”


Brianna said, “How’d you get out?”


Chip said, “The Senator bought the taxi driver a new Fiat and gave him money for his trouble.”


“You call your dad the Senator?”


“No, I call him Chuck.”


“Come on?” Brianna said.


“That’s my name for him because it’s so out of character. He’s Charles. Not Charley or Chuck or Chucky. He’s too straight to have a nickname.”


Brianna said, “You don’t call him Chuck to his face, do you?”


“Not if I want to collect the trust fund. Chuck also hired attorneys who knew one of the judges. A deal was made, although I don’t know the particulars.”


Brianna said, “You mean a bribe?”


Chip said, “We don’t use words like that, it’s politically incorrect.”


Brianna said, “Judges? How many were there?”


“Three,’ McCabe said, “and a prosecutor who wanted to make an example of us. Teach American students what happens when they steal a taxi in Rome. He wanted to give us eighteen months.”


Chip said, “Then one of the judges said something, and it was over and we were shaking hands with our attorneys.”


McCabe flashed back to the courtroom, he and Chip in coats and ties, sitting next to their lawyers, facing three serious men wearing white powdered wigs and black robes, listening to the prosecutor yelling at them in Italian.


“On the way back to school,” McCabe said, “Chip told his dad I stole the taxi and he tried to stop me. What a friend, huh?”


“Dude,” Chip said. “We’re out, who cares? If the senator knew I drove the cab, I’d be home right now. You don’t know him. He’s perfect, never made a mistake in his life. Ask him.”




*





McCabe remembered the ride home from the courthouse. They were in a Mercedes-Benz Maybach driven by the senator’s aide, a yes-man in a seersucker suit and bow tie, named Todd, who kept looking at them in the rearview mirror.


Charles Tallenger was impressive. He looked Hollywood’s idea of a US senator, tall, good-looking, well-dressed, with dark hair, graying at the temples, sixty years old, the build of a tennis player, six two, 180, a two-term Democrat from Connecticut. Played lacrosse at Princeton. Was a Rhodes Scholar. Went to Harvard Law. Started a software company he took public ten years later and cashed out for $500 million.


Chip was right, he was perfect. Yeah, McCabe thought, he’d be a tough act to follow. Tougher if your name was Chip. They were driving along the Tiber past Castel Saint Angelo, the dome of St Peter’s in the distance. The senator was turned sideways in the front seat, looking back at them.


“Do you guys know how lucky you are?”


Chip wouldn’t look at him, eyes on the floor.


The senator said, “Whose bright idea was it to steal the cab?” Chip looked up and glanced at McCabe.


The senator said, “What were you thinking?”


McCabe didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t say anything.


The senator fixed his attention on Chip now and said, “And you went along for the ride, huh? That’s just as bad. Why didn’t you do something, try to stop him?”


Chip squirmed in his seat. “I did.”


McCabe couldn’t believe it, Chip throwing him under the bus like that. He could see Chip was afraid of the guy.


“You didn’t try very hard, did you? You guys are what, twenty-one years old? Still acting like kids. It’s time to grow up.” He looked over at the driver. “Todd, you’re only a few years out of college, you understand any of this?”


Todd glanced at the senator and said, “No, sir, I honestly do not. I couldn’t fathom doing something like that.”


McCabe wanted to pull the little weasel with the bow tie out of the car and pop him.


The senator said, “You know what I was doing when I was twenty-one?”


Todd said, “If I may, Sir? I believe you were Princeton’s Rhodes Scholar attending Oxford University, the world’s most prestigious international fellowship.”


Todd flashed a weasel grin.


Charles Tallenger glanced over his shoulder at McCabe.


“You hear that? I was trying to learn and grow as an individual – what you should be doing in this spectacular city.”


He had a disc jockey’s voice and liked to hear himself talk. McCabe felt sorry for Chip, having to live up to this overachiever’s expectations.


“McCabe, do you have any idea what it cost to make this go away?” the senator said, eyes on him.


“Senator, I appreciate your help,” McCabe said. “Tell me what I owe you and I’ll pay you back. I just can’t do it right now.”


“I like your attitude. You sound like a stand-up guy.” He’d made his point, turned away from them, square in his seat now, looking out the windshield.


They drove along Corso Vittorio Emanuele. Looking past Chip, McCabe could see the dome of the Pantheon to his right and then got a quick glimpse of Fontana del Moro in Piazza Navona. They crossed the river, drove through Vatican City to Piazza Risorgimento, and started the climb up Monte Mario, no one talking, the Maybach solid and quiet like a bank vault.


They turned on Via Trionfale, in the neighborhood now, moving past Pietro’s, a café, and Max’s Bar, another student hangout, pulling in the entrance to the school that looked like a country club with its stucco pillars and ornate iron gate. Cruised up the winding drive past sculpted shrubs and rows of cypress trees evenly spaced, to the three-story villa painted a pastel color called umber.


The senator glanced back at them and said, “Tell me you learned something from all this.”


“I did,” Chip said with a solemn expression. “I’m sure McCabe did too,” Chip said, glancing at him.


McCabe had never seen Chip intimidated by anyone. He’d been cocky and overconfident till his dad showed up, and now he was a different person, nervous and unsure of himself.


There was a group of students standing at the entrance as the Maybach pulled up, students glancing over to see what visiting dignitary had arrived in this $300,000 car. Chip got out first, approaching the group.


“We’re baaack,” he said, playing to his audience.


When McCabe got out, he looked over and saw Frank Rady, the dean of students, staring at him from the window of his first-floor office.




*





McCabe hadn’t been in his room ten minutes when the RA, a straight-arrow former student named Mike Fagan, knocked on the door and said Mr Rady wanted to see him ASAP. Now McCabe was sitting across the desk from him, Rady shuffling through papers, keeping him waiting, a pair of reading glasses balanced on the end of his nose.


There was a nameplate on the desktop that said, Frank Rady Dean of Students. McCabe wanted to say, what’s that for? In case you forget who you are. There was a pen and a pencil holder and assorted photographs of his family in matching gold frames on his tidy desk. Frank had been a high-school football coach for fifteen years and looked the part: a big, freckle-faced guy with a strawberry-blond flat-top. He took off the glasses, leveled his gaze on McCabe.


“I assume you know why you’re here.”


McCabe didn’t say anything.


“Well, let me enlighten you.” He picked up a sheet of paper and started to read: “On September 10th you were caught sneaking out of the women’s dorm after 2:00 a.m., a strict curfew violation. On October 7th you got in a fight with an Italian soldier on a 913 bus.”


McCabe said, “Guy was smashed, trying to take Celeste Laveccha’s clothes off.”


“Come on, a little harmless touching? It’s the national pastime.”


“He was humping her. Does that sound like harmless touching? You talked to Celeste, didn’t she tell you what happened?”


“That could’ve caused an international incident.”


“Come on?” McCabe remembered grabbing the soldier, pulling him off Celeste, telling him if he bothered her again he was going to throw him off the bus. That was it, the soldier sat down, kept to himself after that.


“And your latest move, stealing a taxi. What were you planning to do with it? Will you tell me that?”


“I didn’t steal it.”


“You didn’t steal it, huh? That’s why you spent five days in prison?”


Rady was dumb, there was no doubt about that, but it was his self-righteous tone that really annoyed McCabe.


“You have any idea how this reflects on the university?”


McCabe could see the maintenance crew trimming trees and cutting grass through the window behind Rady’s desk.


“Seen the newspapers? Your story picked up in every one of them.”


McCabe said, “You think the fact that a US senator’s son was involved might have something to do with it?”


Rady stared at him but didn’t say anything.


McCabe said, “Think you’re overreacting?”


“Let me try to make it easy for you to understand. Screw up again, your scholarship’s done and gone, and you’re on a plane back to De-troit. Still think I’m overreacting?” He grinned at McCabe.


McCabe was going to say you can’t help yourself, but decided to not say anything, keep his mouth shut for once.


Rady stood up. “I’m going to be watching you, McCabe. One more mistake and you’re through.”



















Three





Sharon used her maiden name when she went out at night. She sat at the far end of the bar with the windows behind her, looking down the long stretch of granite and wood, studying the guys sitting there, scanning them in slow motion like a movie camera, stopping, holding on a face or passing it quickly, depending how old, interesting or good-looking the guy was.


Sharon had just completed her maintenances, had her hair colored and decided on a new style her hairdresser said was snappy. He said it with a lisp so she believed him, figured he knew what he was talking about and he did. Looking in the mirror when he was finished, she didn’t feel “snappy” though, she felt sexy. She’d also had her nails done, a French manicure. She liked the satin finish and the white painted edge on the nail tips. It was classy. It was elegant. Sharon had been married for thirteen years – talk about bad luck – to a man she rarely saw and felt she hardly knew any more. He was out of town three out of four weeks, or more, and when he did come home he was usually stressed out. She’d be sitting at the kitchen table and see his car pull in the driveway and get nervous. She didn’t know what kind of mood he’d be in, whether he’d be angry, drunk or what.


Over the years he’d been gone for her birthday, their anniversary – she doubted he even remembered when it was – Christmas, New Years, most national holidays. She’d gotten used to living without him around. Preferred it.


She hadn’t had sex with him in nine months. When he was home, Sharon stayed on her side of the queen-size bed, her back to him, hoping he wouldn’t touch her – thinking the last few times they’d tried to do it had been disastrous.


When he was home she felt like she was walking on eggshells. They’d have dinner, sitting across the table from each other, eating in silence. She’d say, “Come on, Ray, talk to me. How’s the job?”


“Are you making conversation? You really want to know how the job is. Come on …”


“You’ve got to get out of there,” Sharon said.


“I do, I lose my pension, everything I’ve worked for.”


“You don’t,” Sharon said, “you’re going to lose your mind.”


“What do you care?”


He was right, she didn’t. She’d given up. He was drinking Scotch, Dewar’s with ice. “Dewar’s–rocks,” he’d say when he ordered a drink in a bar. He looked drunk, face puffy, eyes bloodshot. She said, “How many is that?”


“You counting my drinks now?”


“Somebody better.” She was trying to remember why she married him. Trying to remember why she’d stayed with him so long – determined to get a divorce every time he left the house. But then changed her mind. Not sure why. It was weird, like he had some strange hold over her.


She lit a cigarette, sipped her wine and looked down the bar. There was a good-looking guy smoking a cigar, talking on his cell phone. He saw her looking at him and smiled. He closed the phone, put it in his pocket, got up with his drink and his cigar and came over to her. He was a big man and she liked big men.


He said, “Know what my horoscope said?”


Sharon said, “You’d fall in love with a mysterious blonde.” She’d gone from blonde streaks to full blonde a month earlier and got more attention from men than she ever had in her life. Her mother thought she looked like a $20 hooker. Sharon wondered how her mother knew what hookers charged, but she liked her new look. Had her eyebrows done too, waxed and colored to match her hair. Sharon worked with a girl who dyed her muff with a product called Fun Betty that came in three colors. You could be red down there, brunette or blonde. Sharon thought that was going too far. She didn’t care if the carpet and drapes didn’t match. No guy she’d been with had ever mentioned it.


He said, “You’re close. It said, ‘You’re starting to design a life for yourself that is truly custom-fit to your proclivities.’”


Proclivities, huh? She wondered if he had any idea what it meant. Sharon hadn’t heard a guy use his horoscope as a pick-up line in fifteen years. Maybe it was back in style. She said, “You just get a divorce?”


“No, I just met you.” He puffed on the cigar and blew a cloud of smoke over the bar top. “Where’re my manners?” He held up the cigar, pinched between his thumb and index finger. “This bother you?”


“I like it,” Sharon said. “Reminds me of my father and uncles.”


He said, “Good, we’ll get along great. My name’s Joey, by the way. Joey Palermo.”


He offered his hand and she shook it. It was warm and dry and wrapped around hers.


She wondered why a grown man would want to be called Joey. “I’m Sharon Vanelli,” she said.


“How do you like that? Two Italian kids meeting by chance, or is it fate?” Joey still working the horoscope angle, that being there at the same time was somehow pre-ordained.


Joey said, “Where’d you grow up at?” He gestured with his right hand, kept it going while he talked, like he couldn’t talk without it.


“Bloomfield Hills.”


“So you’re rich and beautiful.”


“My dad was in PR at Chrysler.” She almost said Chrysler’s, out of habit.


“You in PR?”


“I sell ad space in magazines.” She finished her wine.


“How about another one?”


“Chardonnay,” Sharon said. “Sonoma-Cutrer.”


Joey raised his hand, got the bartender’s attention, pointed to his glass and Sharon’s. The bartender nodded and went to work.


“What magazines?”


“Heard of Rolling Stone?”


“No. What’s that?” He grinned. “’Course I heard of it. Bought the issue had Jessica Alba on the cover.”


“You like beautiful, tall, thin movie stars, huh?”


“Who doesn’t?”


He puffed on the cigar, pinching it between his thumb and index finger.


“Not everyone,” Sharon said and winked.


“She don’t got nothing on you,” Joey said, and winked back.


He wasn’t going to be mistaken for a poet laureate, but she appreciated what he was trying to say.


Joey said, “What do you listen to?”


“On the way here, the new Wilco CD.” She had 3,500 songs on her iPod.


“I’ve heard of them,” Joey said.


“What do you like?”


“Old stuff, Frank and Bobby.”


Frank and Bobby. Using their first names like they were friends. He wore a blue button-down-collar shirt with the top three buttons undone showing chest hair and a gold chain with the letters “SJ” hanging from it. “What’s SJ stand for?”


He grinned and put the nub of his cigar in the ashtray. “Swinging Joey.”


“That’s your nickname, huh? What’s it mean, you like to dance, like to have a good time?”


“Something like that.”


The bartender put fresh drinks in front of them. Joey picked his up, and clinked her glass and said, “Salute.”


Sharon sipped her wine and said, “You from Sicily?”


“Huh?”


“Your name’s Palermo,” Sharon said. “Isn’t that the capital?”


“I’m from St Clair Shores. Used to go to Tringali’s with my mother, she’d buy her tomatoes, or Pete & Frank’s.”


She said, “Ever go to Club Leo?”


“Club Leo? We were there like every other weekend, weddings and parties. My dad and the owner were buds. We called him Uncle Phil. You went there too, huh? I wonder if we met before.”


“It’s possible,” Sharon said. She pictured the place, an old Knights of Columbus hall, spiffed up, cinderblock on the outside, fake stucco inside. A dance floor and long tables and buffet food, three meats: baked chicken and pork chops and sliced beef that looked like shoe leather. The men drinking wine out of little juice glasses. “Remember dancing to Louis Prima? I can hear him doing ‘Felicia No Capicia’ and ‘Buona Sera’.” She remembered dancing with her uncles who smelled like cigars and BO.


Joey said, “When’d you graduate high school?”


“You want to know how old I am? Ask me. I’m thirty-eight.”


“How old are you really?”


Sharon gave him a dirty look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Hey, take it easy, I thought you were like twenty-nine, thirty tops.”


It was a line but Sharon liked hearing it.


“Ever been married?”


“Once. I’m separated.” In Sharon’s mind it was true. That’s how she felt.


“Now I live in Harrison Township,” Joey said. “Place on the lake.”


Sharon could picture it, mammoth house on a postage-stamp lot, nouveau-retro. “Let me guess,” Sharon said. “You’ve got a thirty-foot Wellcraft docked behind it.”


“It’s a Century,” Joey said, “and it’s a thirty-two-footer. How’d you know?”


How’d she know? He was a wop from the east side. “What do you do?”


“Little of this, little of that.” He sipped his drink, looked like vodka on the rocks with a twist. “Want to go somewhere?”




*






Sharon was thinking, who was this guy lived in a five-thousand-square-foot house – not that his taste was any good – on Lake St Clair, had nothing but leisure time or so it seemed?


He called her four, five times a day, said, “How you doing?”


And Sharon would say, “Same as I was when you called fifteen minutes ago.”


“Baby, I miss you. Tell them you’re sick, we’ll go to the casino.” Or he’d be at the track or a Tigers day game, he’d say, “I gotta see you. Take the afternoon off, I’ll send a car.”


She’d been going out with him for three weeks and it was getting serious. They’d meet at noon, check into a hotel a couple times a week and spend two hours in bed, screwing and drinking champagne. It was something, best sex she’d ever had in her life. He did things to her nobody had ever done before. She’d say, where’d you learn that? And he’d say, you inspire me, beautiful. The only bad thing, he called her Sharona, or my Sharona. Everything else was great so she let it go.


They’d take his boat out on Lake St Clair and she’d sunbathe topless. Something she’d never done in her life and never imagined herself doing. She felt invigorated, liberated. He always told her she looked good, complimented her outfit. Showered her with gifts, bought her clothes and jewelry. She felt like a teenager again. They’d meet and talk and touch each other and kiss. She was happy for the first time in years. She had to be careful. Ray, the next time he came home, might notice something and get suspicious. Why’re you so happy? she could hear him saying – like there was something wrong with it.


But this relationship with Joey also made her nervous. Things were happening too fast. She was falling for him and she barely knew him, and she was married.
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Joey drove a Cadillac STS with the big engine. He liked to drive fast, too, like a high-school kid, always flooring it, burning rubber. He’d have a few drinks, nail it and the tires would squeal and he’d get a big grin on his face.


She said, “What’re you running?”


“469-horsepower V8,” he said.


She said, “What’s its ET?”


“Jesus, you know cars, huh? I don’t know what its ET is. Never been timed.”


Her dad used to take her to Detroit Dragway when she was a kid to see the nitromethane-burning fuel dragsters, fuelies that went zero to sixty in two tenths of a second. Nine seconds in the quarter mile, its ET, elapsed time.


Her dad said you could tell the guys that burned nitro. When they took off, it smelled like acid. Nitro isn’t a fuel, it’s an explosive. It would blow off cylinder heads like a hat off your head.


Her dad’s interest: most of the stock blocks were 426 Hemis, an engine Chrysler made.




*





One day they went to Nino’s for groceries and then drove to Joey’s place, this atrocious-looking, fake brick neo-colonial. He popped the trunk and as they were unloading the bags of groceries, Sharon noticed a baseball bat, a Louisville Slugger that was stained with something red. She said, “What’s on your bat? Is that blood?”


He told her he played on a softball team and one of his teammates got hit in the face by a pitch. That’s where the blood came from. She knew you didn’t use a wooden bat to play softball, but didn’t really think about it at the time. But then Joey had his friends over and everyone had a nickname.


There was Hollywood Tony.


Joey said, “Ain’t he a good-looking kid?”
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