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For Andrea

I believe we all have a story; most never get written.

Without her love and encouragement, this one would have remained a dream.


Chapter 1

Whitestone, Queens, New York

October 31, 2009

5:45 p.m.

Alex Nicholas had often wondered what the last moments of his life would feel like. Would it be a shortness of breath, a cold sweat, a stabbing pain near the heart? Or perhaps a tender piece of Smith & Wollenskys New York strip lodged in his trachea, refusing to go down. He was in a dangerous business, which might have been what led to this morbid fascination. More likely, Alex thought, it was the result of attending all those gloomy Greek Orthodox funerals as a kid.

Or was it that shadow of a person nearby, someone watching or following him that he had caught a glimpse of a few times over the past few days? He wasn’t sure what it was, but something was wrong.

He sat in his den, admiring his sleek Apple laptop. Although it looked like the same computer owned by millions of people, it was far more powerful. Inside the polished aluminum case and underneath the smooth white keyboard were over a million dollars of state-of-the-art upgrades and enhancements sourced from diverse specialized companies located all over the world and combined together by an obscure but strangely talented computer genius who just happened to live across the street. The combination had resulted in a breakthrough, Alex knew, that would change everything.

For a full minute, Alex just stared at his image on the screen. Using his laptop, he had taken the photograph of himself, and now he thought carefully about which words he wanted to place at the bottom of the screenshot. Then it came to him, the phrase that he had read days ago and that had stuck in his mind ever since. He began to type, watching the words appear below his image: Life is a dream; death is waking up.

Alex laughed. That will get their attention, he thought. Someday, hopefully not anytime soon. Alex smiled at his mirror image. I can’t wait to show this to Michael.

Alex often thought about his brother, Michael, the only remaining link to the family of his childhood. He wished they were closer, though there were plenty of reasons why they weren’t. Alex suspected it was either the business he was in or the women he married. He knew Michael wasn’t comfortable with either. But now that he had completed his secret project, Alex Nicholas was determined to get closer to the brother that he sorely missed. Alex decided he would call Michael later — as soon as he’d had something to eat.

Moving quickly now, he signed off and closed the laptop. Alex carried the computer into his master bedroom and entered the spacious walk-in closet, quietly closing the door behind him. Inside there was a row of custom-made wooden shelves, running from the ceiling down to the floor, each shelf jutting out at an angle, designed to hold and display two pairs of shoes. He removed the shoes sitting on the fourth shelf from the bottom and, gripping the polished teak, pushed it upward. The specially designed panel easily lifted up, revealing a hidden compartment. Alex placed his unique laptop snuggly into the empty cavity and returned the shelf to its original position.

As he headed down his stairway and out the front door, Alex thought about the amazing breakthrough that was contained inside his computer and lightened his step. He was no genius when it came to electronics, and he didn’t understand how it worked — or even why it worked — only that it did.

And because it did, Alex knew now that he would live forever.


Chapter 2

Whitestone, Queens, New York

6:00 p.m.

Despite the uneasy feeling that had plagued him over the past few weeks, tonight Alex had no complaints. He was almost feeling good.

Grimaldi’s, an old Queens bar and restaurant, was buzzing despite the early dinner hour, an ominous sky, and the first snow falling outside. Frankie Valli’s hit song “Sherry” played for the thousandth time on the jukebox.

Veal parmigiana sizzled on the plate, the cheese and rich, red tomato sauce bubbling, a work of old-fashioned Italian-American art. Alex was about to cut into his first slice, when Maria came over to his table.

“Alex, how are you? You’ve been a stranger the last few weeks.”

Maria was one of the sexiest women Alex had ever known — tall, slim, long dark hair, and exotic Mediterranean looks. Her deep, smoky voice only added to her unique appeal. She was forty-eight years old but exuded the confidence of a good-looking woman who knows she doesn’t need to conceal those years.

“I’ve been busy,” Alex groaned. “Everybody owes me money. I’d be rich if people would pay their fuckin’ debts.” He had sold Grimaldi’s to Maria twelve years earlier. She still enjoyed seeing him every time he came in.

“I think you’re still rich. Someone must be paying up,” Maria shot back. “And I don’t think that sport coat is from Walmart.”

Alex looked down at his custom-tailored navy sport jacket as though it was the first time he had seen it. “What? It’s from the Korean tailor in Flushing. I don’t think it even fits right.”

Alex Nicholas ran one of the largest sports gambling and loansharking operations in the city. He had that outer-borough, tough-guy appeal that women like Maria found irresistible, despite the fact that his body was showing the toll of fifty-five years of too many fast women, marriages, double scotches, and evenings that stretched out to early mornings. There had been many times Maria and Alex had longed to go to bed together, but somehow, between the business, the scotches, and their spouses at any given time, it just never happened.

Maria sat down with her gin and tonic and joined Alex while he devoured his veal. She wore a tight, clingy black dress that showed just enough cleavage for him to enjoy the view. “Alex, you know if you’d stop complaining all the time, you might find your life’s not so bad.”

“Oh yeah, you think so? I’m supporting everyone I fuckin’ know or ever met, including three wives — and I’m only married to one, and she goes to bed at nine o’clock,” Alex replied with his mouth full.

“You love it and you know it, Alex,” Maria said with a laugh and a sly smile. “People need you, and I think you like it that way.”

“Hmm,” was all Alex could muster while he continued to methodically work through his meal. Two Chivas Regals had begun to soothe his edgy nerves, and the veal parmigiana was having the same effect on his stomach. Maybe Maria wasn’t too far off, and maybe life wasn’t so bad.

“You know, your brother told me once that he thought you never really recovered from losing that girl Molly when you went away to college.”

“Who knows? It might not have worked that well either. I was crazy, and she might have been too.” Alex’s face and expression turned reflective, almost sad. “I’m not sure I was ever cut out to be married. I’m never getting fuckin’ married again, that’s for sure.”

“I was also surprised when he told me the story. I didn’t even know you went to college, Alex.”

“In my business, the dumber people think I am, the better. I don’t exactly brag about it. I was only there three years. I played baseball and fooled around. After high school, I had an offer to sign a minor league contract with the Pirates, but, you know, my parents were Greek immigrants. My father was a furrier, had a shop on Fifth Avenue but wanted his kids to go to college and become bankers or whatever corporate shit. Anyway, it wasn’t for me.”

“So what happened?”

“I went to Miami and played ball until I blew out my knees. Then I came home, got my insurance broker’s license, took bets on the side, and finally found the closest thing I could do to playing ball — I became a bookie. That’s how it all began.”

“Jesus, Alex, that’s some story. I can’t believe you never told me this before.”

“Yeah, well, not everyone thinks it’s such a great thing.”

“It’s funny how your brother went so corporate, working for a big company. You two are very different, aren’t you?”

“I guess so. He heads up some big company in the city. I’m proud of him. My parents never lived to see him like this. They died when he was in his thirties or so. He’s always traveling all over the world. I couldn’t do what he does, even if I knew what it was that he does.”

“Well, Alex, he couldn’t do what you do, either. Plus, despite your son-of-a-bitch persona, everyone — or almost everyone — likes you.”

“I don’t really give a shit whether people like me or not. I don’t think about stuff like that. I got other things to worry about.”

“Look around, Alex. Half the guys in this place tonight are your friends, even the cops. How many people in your line of work get along well with cops?”

Alex looked around the restaurant, silently counting the number of police officers. “They’re all big shots now — detectives, narcs, captains. I knew them when they were on the beat, in their uniforms. I treat people well. I play by certain rules. No drugs, no dealing. And I’ve never hurt anyone — not seriously anyway.”

“You just scare the shit out of them.” Maria giggled.

“Sometimes that’s the only way I can get paid, you know?”

“What I know, Alex, is that underneath this tough guy is the nicest person I have ever known.” Maria reached over the table and caressed his cheek.

He turned away, gave a sideways smirk, and with his best touch of sarcasm said, “Well, you don’t know that many people.”

Maria rolled her eyes.

“You know what? Maybe I’m feeling pretty good tonight.” He was finally smiling.

Alex turned back to his dinner, and Maria signaled the server for another round of drinks. He felt a chill run through him as a cold draft swept through the restaurant. He looked up in time to see the front door closing and a young man wearing a bright blue Mets cap moving, hesitantly, toward the bar.


Chapter 3

Whitestone, Queens, New York

6:10 p.m.

Luke Burnett knew he was a long way from his home in Greenville, South Carolina. Although Grimaldi’s was just a local Queens neighborhood bar and restaurant, Luke didn’t fit in. His blue jeans were too baggy for his tall but skinny frame. The Mets cap was too new. He felt like a redneck or, worse, a hillbilly. Luke looked around the bar. He was surrounded by tough-looking hefty guys, all seemingly in black leather jackets, talking, shouting, or arguing. They spoke English, yet their New York accents were foreign to Luke. No one was as thin or as slight as he was. Even the women looked tougher. This gritty, blue-collar section of Queens was nothing like Greenville.

Luke’s mind was spinning in all directions. He was nervous and insecure, yet excited about the people he had met in New York and the turn his life had taken.

He thought about his last meeting yesterday with the mysterious man who had now become his employer. He recalled that when he asked this strange, dark man whom he had come to trust for the reason behind his assignment, he was told, “When you find the right woman, Luke, you’ll do things, things you might not have done before. Someday, you’ll understand what obsession means.”

As he scanned the dining area, Luke recognized Alex Nicholas seated at a table twenty feet away, and a woman was sitting opposite him. Luke could only see her from the back, but his eyes caught a glimpse of her long black hair and well-formed bare shoulders. She worked out, he thought. Any other time, he would have just stared at those shoulders until someone gave him a dirty look or the guy with her hit him hard in the face.

He felt sick. Everything was moving too fast. His heart was racing, and he needed to sit down quickly to steady his shaking legs.

“What’ll ya have, buddy?” asked the bartender. It sounded like an echo to Luke. He was facing away from the bar, taking in the room, stealing a quick glance at Alex’s table in the process.

Luke checked his back right pants pocket and could feel the reassuring bulge of his wallet. For the first time I have real money, he thought. I’ve got a fucking job. He felt a rush of excitement, of energy, like a drug racing through his entire body.

He heard the bartender saying, “Hey, fella,” then felt the room closing in on him and sensed faces turning his way. He didn’t want to answer, didn’t want anyone to hear his voice, his slow southern drawl. Luke looked around. In the periphery of his vision, he could see patrons going about their business, apparently oblivious to his presence. Maybe everyone wasn’t watching him after all.

His cell phone was ringing. He opened it and placed it to his ear. The waiting bartender turned away, rolling his eyes. Luke whispered into the phone, “I’m here, at the bar.”

“Is he there?” said the voice on the other end of the line.

“Yes, sir. He’s having his supper,” Luke said, glancing again at Alex and then quickly gazing off in the other direction.

“Luke, we call it dinner here but don’t worry about that now. Just do your job. Then, you’ll be able to take care of your obligations, and you won’t have to worry anymore. Everyone will be proud of you. You’ll have work, and you’ll have money. Hey, then maybe we’ll even find you a girl. I got one in mind for you; she’ll even let you use her service elevator. Ha. You understand what I’m saying, Luke?”

“Not exactly. She lives in a high-class building, I guess.”

“Oh, Christ. No, it’s a type of sex. Never mind, kid. Just get your work done and call me when you’re on your way home. I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”

Luke turned back to face the bar as he imagined having sex in an elevator. Then he caught the attention of the bartender and ordered a Budweiser.

The bartender took a long look at Luke and said, “I gotta see some ID.”


Chapter 4

Whitestone, Queens, New York

6:15 p.m.

Alex always enjoyed getting his brother on the phone, finding him wherever he was in the world and, however briefly, connecting with him. But tonight he had even more reason to find him.

Alex looked at his watch and then to Maria. “Speaking of Michael, I need to call him tonight before it gets too late. I think he’s in Paris.”

Alex followed Michael’s pursuits and was proud of his brother’s achievements. He admired his ability to navigate a world that Alex had only ever seen from the outside. At times, Alex even yearned to live Michael’s life. He was certain the feeling wasn’t mutual.

Alex was anxious to share his discovery with his brother, but he knew it couldn’t be tonight, in front of Maria. In fact, he thought, it was something he had to do face-to-face so Michael could see it with his own eyes. But he could drop a hint, and tonight he would do just that. He had already set in motion a series of other messages to Michael; he knew he was teasing him, but he also needed to ensure that Michael would find Alex’s secret should something occur before he had a chance to show it to him.

Almost as an aside, Alex continued speaking while turning on his cell phone and waiting for the indication that he could begin dialing. “We’re different. Same fuckin’ parents and all, but he’s more of a loner, more introverted. He loves books … He’s strange that way. Our whole family would be playing poker or whatever, and Michael would be in his room, reading.”

Maria gave a sympathetic smile. “You know, Alex, that’s not so odd. He’s just different than you that way.”

“It’s not just that. Listen, I love him, but he’s always stayed away from a lot of our family and even some of the friends we both grew up with. These people all ask me about him. ‘How’s Michael? Where’s Michael?’ I think some of them follow him through me. I tell them, ‘Listen, I don’t see him that often myself.’ He’s a good guy, but I’ve never been able to really figure him out.”

Maria appeared puzzled. “But anytime I’ve been around him here, he’s always very nice, very sociable. He couldn’t be that introverted or a loner if he runs a major corporation.”

Alex shrugged. He knew Maria was right, but for him, it didn’t change the mystery of his brother’s personality, a mystery that only those closest to Michael could see.

As Alex looked around the room, that uneasy feeling that someone was watching him returned, despite the otherwise secure sensation he had from being in the familiar confines of his regular hangout.

With his cell phone pressed tightly against his ear, he waited anxiously for Michael to answer. He wondered what the time difference was between Queens and Paris and then felt a flush of relief when he heard his brother’s voice.

“Hi, Alex,” Michael answered. “For you to be calling at this hour, either the Yankees signed a big free agent or some old ballplayer died.” Alex chuckled, remembering that Michael was critical of his habit of forwarding the e-mail link to the obituary as soon as any celebrity or sports figure died.

“Michael, first of all, I’m surprised you’re awake. It’s good to hear your voice. Maria here wants to know where the fuck you are now. I think she likes you.” Alex laughed and looked at Maria. “Are you in France again? What the hell do you do there all the time? Your wife must do all the talking; you can’t speak French. Of course, she does all the talking anyway.”

“Never mind my wife, I’m trying to figure out why you never marry the women you seem to enjoy being out with.” From the noise in the background and the tone of his brother’s voice, Alex could tell that Michael was enjoying himself.

Alex’s voice shifted to a near whisper. “Listen, Michael, when the hell are you coming home? There’s something I have to show you. I can’t talk about it on this fuckin’ phone. You won’t believe it though.”

As he waited to hear Michael’s reaction, Alex’s gaze shifted from the outline of Maria’s breast, visible through her sweater, to what was at first just a blur of movement coming from over Maria’s left shoulder in the bar, maybe fifty feet away. He saw the skinny young man with the Mets cap who seemed to be staring, eyes unnaturally wide, right at him.

Something was wrong, very wrong. His mind raced, trying to locate or identify the tormented face he realized was focused on him. He flipped through a virtual filing cabinet of acquaintances, enemies, people he might have crossed, guys who owed him money — but nothing registered. He quickly looked behind him to see if maybe this kid was focused on someone else, but no one was back there. No, this crazed kid was coming at him.

Alex had been in many fights over the years, although not in the last ten or even twenty. Still, he felt he could hold the kid off until the crowd at Grimaldi’s, many of whom knew Alex, could overtake him.

He heard Michael’s voice on the phone, his mind now relegating the conversation to the background. “Alex, I can’t really hear you.”

Alex saw the stranger pull the gun from his coat pocket. Well, this would be different from any fight he’d ever had.

Clear and defined as if a spotlight had been shining on it, Alex saw the bright silver barrel and the opening from which would come the bullets he knew would end his life. His mind went into slow motion.

In a succession of helter-skelter images, Alex watched the highlights of his life flash before him: his parents; the Dodgers baseball camp in Vero Beach; his first car, the blue Buick convertible; the Tudor-style home he grew up in; his first, second, and third wives; a well-worn Rawlings infielder’s glove; his laptop computer; flashing images of the days pending bets; his son, George, and grandson, Pete. He wondered what would become of them. He saw his current wife, Donna, and a series of his friends and wondered if she would wind up marrying one of them when he was gone.

It was strange, he thought, there was still so much time left. He remembered hearing about how time stood still in a dying person’s final moments. And so it seemed now. He looked into the young stranger’s eyes. “What the fuck do you want?”

But the kid said nothing. He was closing the gap between them rapidly. Now, Alex knew, there was little time.

“Shit.”

He thought of trying to lift the table over him for protection, but he knew it was too late, and even as he calculated his chances, he worried about injuring Maria if he threw over the heavy table toward her. He knew that was an odd concern, considering the circumstances. Maybe he was a nice guy, as she said. His eyes darted toward Maria who had only just sensed his distraction. She turned around, seeing the stranger close in. She screamed.

Alex could still hear the tinny voice of Michael on his cell but dropped the phone as he saw the skinny young man approach.

Why? What did I do? Who did I piss off? He was trapped, wedged in between the table and the wall behind him. There was no room. There was no time.

In those final seconds, he thought of the secret he had not had a chance to tell Michael. It was too late now, he realized, but Michael would find it. Michael was smart; he would figure it out. Michael would find him.


Chapter 5

Whitestone, Queens, New York

November 4, 2009

Greek churches are designed to make you feel like you’re in God’s waiting room.

It begins as soon as you enter, with the musky smell of incense; the feel of the red velvet cushions on the hard, varnished dark wood pews; and the larger-than-life ancient icons of Jesus and all the saints gazing out at the mortal world. With its Byzantine architecture, monumental stained-glass windows, and ever-present gold religious statues, the Greek Orthodox church on a quiet Queens street provided an unlikely backdrop for Alex’s polished mahogany casket, the center of everyone’s attention.

“Alex is on his way to heaven,” proclaimed the large, bearded, and gloriously robed Father Papadopoulos near the end of his eulogy. Many of Alex’s friends and loved ones sitting in the pews were not so sure.

“Did we walk in on the right funeral?” asked Lester Fink, also known as Skinny Lester.

“Alex’s having a fuckin’ shit right now listening to this crap,” said his cousin, Fat Lester, also known as Lester Fink (but only on his driver’s license). Skinny Lester and Fat Lester had known Alex since they were all kids growing up in Queens and were loyal employees of his betting and loan-sharking business. Despite his tough-guy demeanor, Alex had always taken care of his friends and employees.

In his midfifties like his cousin, Skinny Lester was tall and lean, with a former college basketball player’s frame and the look of someone who struggled to fill out his clothes. He wore a dark brown suit under his tan overcoat, both of which seemed to hang loosely on him.

Fat Lester was five foot six and weighed nearly three hundred pounds. Unlike his cousin, he appeared to be bursting out of his unfashionably wide-lapelled sport coat. The sleeves were two inches too short, and the coat had not been buttoned in the last decade. But Fat Lester’s girth had provided Alex with at least the appearance of a physical enforcement threat for those clients who might be delayed in paying their debts.

“I can’t believe he’s in that box,” said Fat Lester. He eyed the casket with his typical sense of suspicion and doubt about anything beyond the daily observable and routine activities of his unconventional life, including eating, drinking, occasional cocaine, and collecting the betting slips from drops across New York City. “I’m just waiting for him to put his fuckin’ leg through the fuckin’ lid and then get up and look at us like we’re nuts sitting here.”

“Les, if we don’t figure something out pretty quick, we’re goin’ to be in the same box,” Skinny Lester whispered to his cousin.

“What do you mean, the same box? How we goin’ to be in the same fuckin’ box? We couldn’t fit even if we wanted to, and I don’t.”

“Asshole, I don’t mean literally. I’m saying that we got some clients that are looking to get paid. The big one being Mr. Sharkey. We’ve got no money to pay anyone. Alex had all the receipts, and I don’t know where all the fuckin’ cash is now. The ones that owe Alex money don’t give a shit. But Alex owes Sharkey seven hundred grand. He’s going to be looking at us.”

“Holy shit,” groaned Fat Lester, gazing toward the cross above the altar, as though the Crucifixion had finally become real to him and the heavens suddenly seemed within reach.

“We have to talk to someone. I don’t know if it’s Donna. I mean, she’s a widow now, for Christ’s sake. Maybe Michael,” Skinny Lester said. “We’ve known Michael since he was a kid, but he’s never had anything to do with the business. I don’t know how much Donna knows.”

“Alex always said that Donna didn’t know shit.”

“Well, someone’s got to know something because there’s got to be at least a few million that Alex has stashed somewhere. Some of that was for Alex. Some of it’s to pay off in case anyone hit big,” Skinny Lester said.

“Jesus, I’m going to get an ulcer from this shit,” Fat Lester said, breathing heavily now. “I got that pain in my stomach again, and I got a bad taste in my mouth, like that acid coming back up.”

Skinny Lester thought about Michael. The last time he’d seen him was ten years ago at a birthday party for Alex when Michael made one of his rare appearances. All he knew about him now was that he was very successful, traveled a lot, and had a nice family. Despite the awkward timing, he knew that he would have to at least let Michael or Donna know today that they needed to talk about Alex’s affairs.

Skinny Lester could hear the growing stress in his cousin’s voice; he knew he needed to reassure him, despite his own nervousness. “Relax, Les. I’ll take care of it.”

“Take care of it. How the fuck are you going to take care of it?” Fat Lester said, a bit too loud. Several heads turned their way.

“I have a plan.” Despite his reassuring words, Skinny Lester knew he had no plan, except that they had to locate Alex’s cash so they could settle the accounts. “I just wish I could talk to Alex one last time.” But as he sat back in the pew, he thought about that night several months ago, drinking with Alex in his den, and the strange thing that Alex had showed him. It was a scene he hadn’t been able to get out of his head since then.


Chapter 6

Alex’s immediate family filled the first two rows of pews. On the left side, facing the altar, Michael sat with his wife, Samantha, and their nineteen-year-old daughter, Sofia, who had just flown in from college at Notre Dame.

Directly across in the front right row were three women, all of whom had been married to Alex. On another occasion when all three of his wives were together, Alex referred to them as “Murderers’ Row,” a reference to the hard-hitting New York Yankees lineups of the twenties.

Seated first, on the end, was Alex’s current wife, Donna, who was thirty-five with long, straight black hair. She was a well-built woman with firm, prominent, and expertly stylized silicone breasts that were spilling out of the top of her short black dress. A shapely yet slim pair of legs showed underneath dark black stockings. Donna was followed by Alex’s two former wives, both of whom would fit the exact same description as Donna’s with the exception of their ages. Greta was forty-six, and Pam was fifty-four. All three were scented with the same fragrance — Alex’s favorite, Chanel No. 5 — and all three were devoted clients of Dr. Armando Simonetti, a prominent Park Avenue plastic surgeon. And all three loved — and hated — Alex. Somehow, these were not mutually exclusive passions where Alex was intimately involved.

Next to Alex’s second wife, Greta, sat his only son, George. At twenty-three, he was a large, hulking presence, underdressed as always in a black-and-silver heavy-metal-themed sweatshirt barely concealed by his dark green, ill-fitting sport jacket. His black wavy hair and a ponytail gave him a Christ-on-steroids appearance. Next to George was his own son, Alex’s only grandchild, Pete, a five-year-old seemingly oblivious to his immediate surroundings and circumstances, if not the entire planet, while glued to his electronic game.

Suddenly feeling his BlackBerry vibrating, Michael reluctantly reached into his pocket for it, catching Samantha’s attention.

“Jesus, Michael, put that thing away. It’s a funeral, for God’s sake,” she whispered.

Michael looked pained. “I know, but this is crazy. Someone just sent me Alex’s picture.”

“Alex’s? Well, that’s nice,” she said.

“I’m not sure. This is more strange than nice.”

“What do you mean? What’s wrong?” Samantha now turned toward Michael.

“Well, the picture is okay. It’s just Alex behind his desk, in his den.”

“So, what’s wrong?”

“There’s a quote or some saying, underneath the picture.” Michael was straining to read the small print without attracting the attention of the others in the pews.

“What does it say?” Samantha asked.

“It says, ‘Life is a dream, and death is waking up.’”

Samantha turned back, an expression of confusion on her face. “That is so odd. Who would send something like that?”

“I have no idea. I don’t recognize the sender’s e-mail address.” But as Michael continued to stare at the small screen, the e-mail began to dissolve until it disappeared. The screen went blank. He clicked onto “Recently Deleted” mail, but there was no sign of it there either. “That’s strange. It’s gone now. It just disintegrated right on the screen.”

“Michael, are you sure it was there in the first place?”

“Yes, of course. But I can’t imagine who would have sent it.”

Just before turning her attention back to the altar, Samantha smiled and said, “Maybe Alex did.” Michael nodded and, perplexed, stared ahead at his brother’s coffin.

The pews behind him were packed with a broad assortment of cousins, nieces, nephews, Alex’s devoted employees, and a colorful spectacle of his “business associates,” most of whom appeared to be genuinely saddened by Alex’s death. Michael could hear the low murmurs of grief and an occasional sob coming from a group of women sitting behind him; an unknown hand had given him a sympathetic pat on the back as he’d entered the church.

As Michael watched and listened, his mind sped back to the years when he and his brother were home and very young. He wondered if Alex had been happy or at least content with the life he had lived. He tried to imagine how things might have been different if Alex had married a different woman — or different women. Or, Michael thought, was he simply projecting his own preferences and prejudices onto his brother, who was clearly different than he was?

Nevertheless, he was intent on not doing what he believed most people did at funerals: flashing back through one’s memory of the person inside the casket. For, despite the day-to-day distance he had kept from his brother, the memories would be too painful to relive now. But, as he always did at funerals, even as a child, he couldn’t help asking himself as he looked at the casket, Where is this person now?

Michael always believed, from too early an age, that one’s whole life was almost irrelevant without the answer to that question. Too much of life, he thought, was simply a race to a finish line with no clue as to where that line was or what was on the other side of the tape.

All this uncertainty was likely the source of that persistent feeling of angst that he had; that shadowy fear of something he couldn’t put his finger on. But he knew what it was. It was his inability to juxtapose this beautiful life with eternal extinction. What was the point of a great dinner in Paris with people you loved, when you were all going to wind up in a box? How strange that all the buildings and houses would still be standing, yet everyone who ever breathed would be gone.

Michael was awakened from his nightmare by Samantha’s gentle tap on his arm; it was time to file by the casket and leave the church. The Greek custom was for the casket to remain open during the funeral service at the church and then, in full view of all the mourners, for it to be shut — forever — at the conclusion of the service. Michael always felt this was undue torture for those left behind, but perhaps it allowed the deceased a final view of everyone in attendance. Fortunately, Michael thought, his brother’s casket was closed. Alex never cared much about traditions or customs.

As they began their exit, Michael took his sister-in-law’s arm. “Michael, I need your help,” Donna whispered. “I need to speak with you alone. Please. You have no idea how important it is.”

“Okay, don’t worry, Donna. Let’s talk while we’re at the wake after the burial. We’ll just find a quiet table at Grimaldi’s away from everyone for a few minutes.”

As Michael approached the church’s door, Greta Garbone, Alex’s second wife, caught his arm. He turned around and looked closely at her. Her hair was disheveled and her blue eyes appeared to be bloodshot. She seemed unsteady. Michael was unsure whether she was gripping his arm to catch his attention or to keep her balance. Despite moving to within inches of his face, she was nearly screaming.

“You got my name wrong in the obituary.” Her words were slightly slurred.

Michael could feel Samantha pulling on his other arm, trying to keep him moving toward the doors, but Greta’s grip only tightened. He turned to face her. “Whatever happened to ‘I’m sorry for your loss’?” he said softly.

“Your loss? Where the hell were you all those years? And I read the fucking obituary, Michael; you know my name’s Greta, not Rosemary. You did it intentionally.” Greta’s face was red, twisted. In fact, Rosemary Garbone had changed her name to Greta just before marrying Alex, figuring it was a better stage name and assuming that Alex would bankroll her into a career as an actress.

“Greta, I didn’t write the obituary. I never even saw it. I don’t care about obituaries, they’re all too late, if you know what I mean.” He knew she didn’t.

Greta’s face came even closer. “I’m only sorry his fucking casket was closed. I wanted to see him dead. I wanted to see the last look on his face, the one when he knew he was going to die.”

Samantha, watching the exchange, pulled Michael more firmly now. “Ignore her, Michael; she’s crazy and drunk. Come on, please.”

Michael moved away, hoping that Greta would release her hand from his arm. But as he moved in the opposite direction, she tightened her grip again, forcing him back toward her and now catching the attention of the surrounding mourners.

“Your brother used me. He wouldn’t go to LA; he wouldn’t leave fucking Queens — and then he dumped me for Donna.”

Michael knew the story differently. As he watched his nephew, George, pushing through the crowd around them to rescue his mother from her tirade, Michael thought about Alex’s distress when Greta left him for the lure of a Las Vegas magician whom she believed had Hollywood connections.

A teary-eyed George Nicholas finally reached his mother, pulling her away from Michael and off to the side of the church. “Mom, what are you doing? Let’s go.”

But Greta Garbone wasn’t quite finished. “You’re no better than your brother,” she called out in Michael’s direction, her words echoing off the marble floors and stone walls, as all eyes inside the church now followed her. “And if you’d spent any time with him at all you’d know he didn’t want to be in any goddamned church —”

Sounds of shh and assorted protestations swept through the crowd.

Her son pulled harder, almost lifting her off her feet. “Let’s go. Please, Mom, stop.”

But as George led her toward a side exit, Michael thought he heard Greta say to George, “I want you to go to Donna and find —” But he couldn’t hear the rest and wasn’t even sure that what he thought he heard was what she said. Nevertheless, as he exited the church and squinted at the afternoon sunlight, he wondered what it was that was so important for Greta to find that she had asked her son to talk to Donna after years of acrimony and resentment.

Michael turned around to accompany Samantha and Sofia for the walk out of the church, and to observe the somber scene of the hearse and the black limousines waiting to take them to the cemetery.

But Donna, who had been separated from him in the progression, suddenly appeared by his side. She gently touched his shoulder, and pulling closer, whispered in his ear, “Michael, just be careful.”

As he proceeded down the church steps outside, thinking about Donna’s words, he noticed the license plate of the hearse carrying Alex’s body. It read, “Rest in Peace.” And, knowing his brother, he found that highly doubtful.


Chapter 7

“I’m not sure which is worse, a funeral or a wake,” Samantha whispered to Michael as he clutched her hand.

“I guess that depends on whether you’re the one who was just buried,” Michael answered wryly, “in which case, you only get to go to the funeral.”

“Michael, I hate it when you get flip at times like these. Sometimes I think you just use your slightly sarcastic sense of humor as a shield.”

“You’re right, I know. I will miss him — I’ll miss him a lot. He would have done anything for me. We grew up with the same parents, in the same house, and yet we were so different. He tried to get closer with me. I know he was disappointed that I wouldn’t bring us all over to his house for every holiday. But I just didn’t want to go there. It was all too different, beginning with his wives and their families. I didn’t enjoy myself, and I knew neither you nor Sofia would either. I don’t know, over the years we drifted away … yet, I thought of him all the time.”

“You loved him as best you could, Michael. Life isn’t perfect. You were a good brother to him, and you were there when he needed you, even if we didn’t spend our Christmas dinners together.”

Donna and Michael had arranged with Maria to take over Alex’s former restaurant for his wake immediately following the funeral. As they all entered Grimaldi’s, Michael thought of the happy times right after his brother purchased the restaurant and the many dinners he shared there with Alex and their parents. He recalled his father half-jokingly asking Alex why he opened an Italian restaurant instead of a Greek one. Michael had only been to Grimaldi’s a few times since his brother had sold the restaurant to Maria. Each time he met Alex there for dinner, Maria would join them at their table for cocktails. Michael understood again why Alex found her so alluring.

Oddly, Michael thought, he could understand his brother’s attraction to most of the women in his orbit — except his three wives.

As soon as Michael and Samantha walked in the door at Grimaldi’s, followed closely behind by the two Lesters and Donna, Maria ran from behind the bar to greet Michael. She embraced him warmly. “Oh Michael, it’s a sad occasion, but it is so good to see you.” She hugged Samantha and greeted both Lesters with a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

Michael noticed that her greeting to Donna was much cooler. Clearly, there was no love lost between the two women. Michael instantly realized why Donna had said she would have preferred the wake to be at another restaurant. He speculated that Maria had probably felt that Donna was not a good wife to Alex. Alex, as a form of psychological torture, played mind games with his wife and enjoyed leading her to believe, incorrectly, that he had slept with Maria.

“Samantha, please excuse me for a few minutes,” Michael said. “Donna asked me to speak with her privately. Maria, do you think you could get us a small table away from the crowd for just a few minutes?”

Maria showed Michael and Donna to a table hidden from the collection of strangely festive mourners. She appeared to carefully avoid the table that Michael knew had always been Alex’s favorite. Now unset and the only table with a “Reserved” sign on it, Michael assumed it was where Maria had sat with Alex when he was shot. He tried to imagine the scene that night before forcing himself back to the present.

Once they were seated, Donna appeared to relax. Michael struggled to ignore the images he was still constructing in his mind of his brother’s final moments, while fighting the urge to glance again at the table, just a few feet away.

“You’re so lucky, Michael. Besides being a beautiful woman, Samantha is just so sensitive. I mean, she is really a nice lady. I wish I could be that nice — I’m just not.” Michael sensed a certain refreshing honesty in Donna; she wasn’t apologizing, just stating a fact.

“Listen,” Michael interjected, trying to keep the conversation from getting too emotional or psychological. “Alex wouldn’t have been attracted to you if you were all that sweet. And you would have never been attracted to him if you were all that sensitive. So, you two were a great match.”

Donna, appearing suddenly distracted, glanced at her gold-and-diamond-studded Rolex watch. “Michael, I’m sorry, but I just need to make a quick call, and I know my cell’s battery is dead. Can I borrow your cell for a minute? I’ll just run out to the ladies’ room where it’s quieter.”

“Sure,” Michael said without thinking. Donna thanked him and vanished for a few minutes.

“Everything all right?” Michael asked her when she returned with his phone.

“Oh, fine, fine,” Donna said, quickly downing a double shot of Grey Goose vodka. Likewise, Michael finished his martini uncharacteristically quickly, waiting for the effects of the drinks to work their magic and loosen up the evening and the conversation.

“Alex loved you — you know that, don’t you, Michael?”

“I do, and I loved him.”

“He was never quite sure of that,” Donna said.

“I know. I always kept some distance.” Michael was feeling almost apologetic. He remembered the times his brother and parents would try to bring them all closer together, but Michael always resisted. He wanted to go his own way. He also knew the two worlds they lived in could not mix easily.

“Listen, Donna. It’s complicated. My brother and I were different in some obvious ways. I couldn’t do what I do and earn a living if I mixed at all in Alex’s world. Have you ever seen the security and background clearance you have to go through today to be a senior executive for one of these companies? It takes weeks to do. They actually look at every place you’ve ever lived, every driver’s license you’ve ever had; they check court records. It’s crazy.”

“Michael, no offense, but the people you hang out with are bigger crooks than Alex’s gang. It’s just not the type of shit that shows up on background checks.”

The drinks were kicking in. Michael laughed knowingly. “I forgot how crazy — but good and honest — you were, Donna.”

“He was proud of you. I think, on one level, he admired your family life and he always bragged to his cronies about how well you were doing. You know, the CEO thing and all that.” Michael felt that Donna meant this, but he sensed she also needed to say something to soften what she had just said in case she had offended him. “It was something Alex knew he could never do. It just wasn’t in him.”

“Donna, when we were leaving the church earlier you said, ‘Be careful.’ What did you mean by that?” Michael asked, looking right into Donna’s eyes.

“Listen, Alex was not one to tell his wife everything. But I know he was worried. First, he had some guys trying to take a cut of his business. I don’t remember how much they wanted, but Alex said they approached him back in September and wanted either some big payment up front or something every month.”

“How did Alex react?”

“You know your brother. He told them to go fuck themselves. He told me they just looked like a bunch of kids, and he wasn’t about to just start paying them his hard-earned money.”

“Could one of those kids have been that guy Luke who shot him?”

“I don’t know because I never saw any of these people. Alex only said that they were Italian and then he said maybe Portuguese. You know your brother; he was never good with accents, let alone languages.” As she spoke, Donna’s eyes darted around the room watching the parade of friends and acquaintances in the restaurant behind Michael. It was a practice that had annoyed Michael in the past. He remembered it now.

“The police think this Luke guy was just a punk who needed money, and someone paid him to kill Alex. He couldn’t have been the brightest crayon in the box to have shot Alex in Grimaldi’s with all those off-duty cops around. Many of those guys were Alex’s friends — they shot that kid like fifteen times. He’s dead, but finding who hired him might be impossible now. I don’t think the police have any real clues.”

Donna paused to reach for her glass, realized it was empty, and took a deep breath before continuing. “Michael, I know you can’t get in the middle of all this now, but I have no one else to turn to. George certainly can’t handle this. Alex always said his son just had no touch for the business. Plus, he’s only twenty-three, for Christ’s sake.”

“And you think I do?” asked Michael, almost laughing but at the same time feeling a deep sense of doom approaching.

“I know this is ridiculous but, yes, I do. Who else can I possibly turn to? Also, there’s more. Skinny Lester just cornered me at the cemetery — he’s so nervous he couldn’t wait until the dirt even settled on the damned casket. Alex owes one of the bettors seven hundred thousand dollars!”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” Michael began to sink deeper into his seat.

“It’s not as bad as it sounds, Michael.” Donna began to lay out the pressing issues confronting Alex’s business. “Alex has people who owe him money. From what Lester told me, he has about half a million out there that is owed to him right now. Some of these people will pay Lester out of loyalty to Alex. Some won’t pay anything until they see someone with some presence who makes them understand that the debt still has to be paid, Alex or no Alex.”

“Well, that at least closes some of the financial gap,” Michael said, partially relieved since he suspected that Donna was going to ask him to help pay the seven hundred thousand dollars in order to keep everyone safe from harm. At least the gap now appeared to be only two hundred thousand dollars. But Donna’s expression about the need for “someone with some presence” was giving Michael an instant migraine. His throat was tightening and a familiar pain deep down in his stomach began to assert itself.

“Michael, relax. It gets better.”

Michael couldn’t read Donna well enough to know whether that was a joke or whether there really was good news to follow. He suspected the former.

“Alex had, but now we have plenty of money. I think there are millions stashed away.”

“You think? Or you know?”

“I know,” Donna answered quietly.

“Well, that’s a relief. At least we — or you — don’t have to worry about money,” said Michael, almost able to exhale.

Donna repeated her point. “I know there’s plenty of money. I just don’t know where it is.”

“Oh, Christ. Then who does?” Michael said.

“Only Alex, I think.” Donna smiled and took a healthy sip from another vodka, which Maria had replenished.

Michael looked around at the restaurant, partly to relieve the pressure from the intensity of their conversation. As he did, he realized that many of the men were eyeing Donna with a look of lust that certain women inspire, if not command. She had a presence and the rare ability to look sultry and sensual in mourning. Her short black dress and dark stockings barely concealed the tan legs that Michael knew were carefully nurtured recently under the Miami sun. She showed just enough cleavage to ensure attention — too much, perhaps, for such a recent widow. Michael’s mind, he realized, had wandered too far.

“You must have some idea, Donna. How about the Lesters or George?”

“No way. Alex was always afraid someone would beat it out of them. He loved both Lesters, but he knew neither of them could stand up to too much pressure. He certainly loved George, but he wanted to be sure his mother never got her hands on any more of his money than she got out of the divorce.”

“Where do we start?” As soon as the words left his mouth, Michael wished he could take them back. He realized he’d said “we” instead of “you.” He also knew it was too late. The life that he so carefully insulated from Alex’s was about to be merged.

“I’d like both of us to talk with your old friend Russell,” Donna answered. Russell Munson was an old friend, originally of Michael’s, since grade school. As was typical, Michael moved on and had almost no contact with Russell, while Alex and Russell became close friends. Russell was smart, a graduate of the exclusive Brooklyn Tech High School and City College. Like Alex, he wasn’t interested in the traditional white-collar world, and he became a very talented carpenter and mason.

“How would Russell know?” asked Michael, trying to figure out the possible connections and implications.

“Alex would always have Russell do work in the house. I don’t know for sure, but I remember years ago Alex told me that, before I knew him, he would hide money in the woodwork and dropdown ceiling of his apartment with Greta. Russell seemed to be doing a lot of work in our house, especially when I happened to be down in Florida and Alex was home alone.”

“Do you need me to speak with Russell?” asked Michael, beginning to look for what was known in his world as an exit strategy.

“Michael, Russell trusts you. Someone has to deal with Fat and Skinny Lester too. Not to mention the rest of his crew, probably twenty more guys. They’re devastated and they don’t know what the hell to do. And I need you now — just for a short time to unravel this whole thing … and to keep the family safe. That includes keeping you and your family safe too.”

Michael knew that her words had made their intended impact. His head jolted back ever so slightly. He felt like he’d lost his focus momentarily as the realization of real danger to him and his own family sunk in. He could see Donna looking right into his eyes as though she was trying to look behind them, to see how much havoc she’d caused. He knew he needed to recover.

“Donna, everyone around Alex knows I’ve never been involved in his business.”

“Some know. Some don’t. Some don’t care. In their world, Michael, you’re family so you’d have to know. Whether you are or you aren’t, they’re going to assume you are. So whoever had your brother killed probably did it over money or something having to do with his business. These guys are going to figure you’re brothers, you’re tight, and you’re involved.”

She stopped, reached over, and gently placed her hand on top of his. It was a loving gesture from a hardened woman, making it so much more effective. “He loved you, Michael. He was hurt by your absence. Your mother and father would have wanted you to do this for him. They believed you did whatever was necessary for your family.”

She knew how to manipulate men, Michael thought. After all, she’d had years of practice. A decade of dealing with Alex had made her capable of turning the less volatile, more even-tempered Michael into putty in her hands. He could feel her pulling him into her world.

“Just help me find Alex’s money, let’s pay off his debts, and then help Fat and Skinny Lester collect the money that people owed him. That’s all I ask. Then you go back to Connecticut.” Donna makes it sound so simple, he thought.

But Michael knew his life was about to change.

“The Lesters can hold on for a few days — but, please, I need you as soon as possible. This is for your brother, Michael.”

Michael sighed, knowing he was about to make a mistake but unable to stop himself.

“Michael, it’s for your brother, God rest his soul.” Her words pierced the same opening in his chest through which her earlier carefully crafted approaches had already blazed a path.

•

Later that evening, Michael and Samantha finally left the restaurant arm in arm. Michael was checking his BlackBerry as they approached their car. Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks.

“What’s wrong?” Samantha said, looking concerned.

“Oh, it’s …” Michael stared blankly into space. “Someone sent me another celebrity obituary.”
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