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Chapter One
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cells divide

cultured in dishes

they mimic creation

cells divide prisons with inmates

in deep isolation



She’s waiting in front of the store, a large African American woman, mature, perhaps in her mid-fifties. Her ample figure is draped in a long skirt and flowing caftan, a symphony of muted tones in violet and spring green. Her heart-shaped face is a mellow shade of cocoa, making her a beauty if it weren’t for her gaunt and haggard eyes.  

"Jo Epstein?" I nod. "I’m Shondrea Johnson. I need to talk to you. My son has got himself into some deep trouble.”

“Who referred you to me?”

“Tony Sanchez. He said you were a godsend.” 

It's two years plus since I got Tommy Sanchez off the hook. Still, they find me – the ones with brothers, sons, nephews, who swear they’re innocent, no matter how damning the evidence.

She watches me as I unlock the door and then follows me inside. “If you would just give me a few minutes of your time, I’m sure you’d find a way to help. Or at least tell me what you think I should do next." She’s not going to be an easy brush off. 

I hit the light switch and Ted’s West Side News illuminates in neon red, bathing the front shelves inside the store, as well as the drab facades of the adjoining brownstones. Opening the register, I count the cash. Happily, it matches Ted’s reconciliation from last night.

I’d like to tell this anxious woman that I’m retired, that nowadays when I can’t sleep it’s because I’m reading a mystery, not solving one. But my dream of supporting my writing habit by working part-time is rapidly dissolving, along with the proceeds from the sale of my agency in Los Angeles. 

“What’s your son’s name?”

“Gabriel. Gabriel Johnson,” she says, and the story floods out. "He’s a photographer. Last week he got a phone call, somebody wanting a print. Gabe went up to the Bronx and made the sale but on his way back, he was jumped in broad daylight by some hoods, just three blocks from the subway. He said that he was tryin’ to disarm the one who had the knife. He said that what happened was an accident. The police didn’t believe him, but they should have. Because he didn’t run away. He waited for them so he could tell his own side of the story. Didn’t make any difference. They charged him with manslaughter when his only crime was defending himself. That's not right, is it?" 

These last words bring on the tears, and I hand her a tissue from the box I keep near the register. "Do you know who called about the photograph?" 

Mrs. Johnson wipes her eyes while she scans her memory. “I answered the phone and gave it to Gabe. It wasn’t a familiar voice and later Gabe wouldn’t tell me who it was. Said I was better off not knowing. That got my curiosity up, like I told the police, and that’s why I remembered the call. But when I went to the station to make a statement, I could tell they thought I was covering up, telling lies to protect my boy. Please, you’ve got to help me find out what happened. Gabe needs someone to take his side." 

“Look, Mrs. Johnson, I’ll be honest. You should go with someone who has better contacts in the police department. I could give you a few names.”

She looks around the newsstand with a disparaging frown. “Woman, from what I’ve heard you’re a competent professional. Why are you working here?” 

It’s a long story and none of her business, but she does have a point. “Has your son been in trouble before?"

“Just once, last year when Sean was staying with us. Sean’s a street kid, a runaway, and Gabriel brought him home. He does things like that. One night the two of them went to a party and the next thing I know Gabe's calling me from jail. He said he was gonna leave – it was getting too wild – but then the police broke down the door and it was too late. They arrested everyone. Gabe had a small bag of cocaine in his shirt pocket, but he swore he wasn’t using. Said Sean bought the drugs at the party and insisted on a two-way split. Wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“So your son has done time before.”

“No, he hasn’t, but that’s only because Silas Harding came on as our attorney. Because of him, Gabe got a six month suspended sentence with the one condition that he go to rehab, upstate. When he came home, he went to New Beginnings, a re-entry program downtown, and they were the ones who convinced him he could turn professional and sell his photographs. Gabe was doing fine right up until that phone call came.” 

These last words are accompanied by direct eye contact and I get the message. All those years spent trying to keep her son out of trouble and now he’s headed down the tubes. 

“Tell you what, Mrs. Johnson. I’ve gotta go to Rikers Island tomorrow to deliver some books. While I’m there, I’ll have a talk with your son. I charge three hundred bucks a day plus expenses.”

She digs through her purse. "Take this as an advance. You’ll have to work quickly. The trial is set for September.”

The five hundred dollar check she presses into my palm seems to like it there. Maybe it has some friends that will help me cover the latest raise in my rent.

"No promises, Mrs. Johnson."

"Please, call me Shondrea. I'm not expecting any miracles, but to have someone looking out for my son, someone who knows the system, that's what I been prayin’ for.” She hands me a crumpled business card. “I've written my phone number and address on the back, as well as Mr. Harding’s private number. You can call us anytime." She leaves the store briskly and through the window, still a bit misty with spray from an afternoon shower; I watch her progress down the street, her shoulders a bit straighter than before. 

It’s a slow night. Just two people inside the store, an elderly woman half-asleep in a wheelchair and her Haitian caregiver, browsing the magazines. From my perch at the counter by the window, I cover the outside kiosk while minding the interior as well. I also keep one eye on the cash register and the other out for customers with bulging pockets. According to Ted, thefts are outnumbering sales by two to one. More people must be reading Steal This Book now that it's on the Web.

By the time Ted comes in at 11:40, my arms are aching from the strain of unpacking the hundreds of pounds of periodicals we display out front. Some are slick and glossy, smelling of sickly sweet perfume samples, others recycle their stiff paper as well as their literary pretensions. 

You’d think, at his age, that Ted would give me the graveyard shift and stay home to get some shut-eye. Maybe he thinks I can't handle the late night weirdoes, or maybe he likes hanging out with them himself. Ted's a hard one to read.

“We need shelf space. I’ll take some returns to Riker's on Saturday,” I tell him. 

“Isn’t it a little early in the month?” he asks, his suspicious nature aroused by my unusual display of conscientiousness. Ted is straight and tall, what you might call rangy, with a full head of white hair and a high forehead that would make him look distinguished, if it wasn't for his bulbous nose. 

“I’ve got an aunt in Queens I haven’t seen in a while,” I improvise. Telling Ted that I’ve taken a case is not a good idea. He thinks I’ve retired from dangerous endeavors.

Before my boss can question me further and catch me in a lie, I slip into the storeroom. The floor is covered with stacks of naked books, stripped of their covers to prepare them for their one-way trip to prison; rejects soon to be read by other rejects. We're supposed to trash unsold books after returning the covers to the publisher for credit, but Ted's got a soft spot for those whom he calls "throwaway people." He's owned this place since the ‘40’s, Mayor LaGuardia's time, which makes him prehistoric. In a rare mellow mood, he once told me how the Mayor, whose nickname was “The Little Flower” (from his first name, Fiorello), went on the radio during a newspaper strike to read comic strips to the kids.

On the dot of midnight, I grab the paycheck that Ted hands me, as well as a newspaper to read on the bus, and head out the door. I’m feeling pretty good, having been paid twice in one night.

The Number 2 drops me off at 98th and Broadway, and I walk over to the yellow brick apartment building on West End that I’ve called home for three years. Picking up my mail in the lobby, I take the mahogany-paneled elevator to the eighth floor. It was the classy elevator, combined with the ridiculously low rent, that overcame my initial squeamishness when the landlord disclosed, as he was legally required to do, that a suicide had taken place in the bathroom of apartment 8J. I took the bait and moved in. Since then of course, the bastard has raised my rent three times. 

Opening the door, I'm greeted by a blast of hot air. The southern exposure is great for growing basil on the windowsill in winter. But when summer rolls around, I know what it’s like to be trapped in the boiler room of a tramp steamer. I dial the air conditioner to High Cool and it starts up with a growl. Hunting around the fridge, all I can find is a tofu-veggie potpie I must have bought during one of my health food crazes. While the pie is in the microwave, I pour myself the last of last night’s chilled white wine, put my feet up on the kitchen table and relish my solitude. Living alone has taken some getting used to, since I've always had a knack for skating off the thin ice of one relationship directly onto the newly formed surface of another. On the other hand, I’ve learned to treasure the minor freedoms found on the flipside of loneliness. These days, I can order takeout from the Cuban-Chinese place on the corner without considering anyone else’s taste buds, and, if I’ve got a poem working in my head at 3am, I can turn on the light and write, sans fear of provoking muffled screams under the covers.

* * *
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On Saturday morning, I call Silas Harding at home. He’s got a solid reputation as an aggressive defender, especially on civil liberties cases. I explain who I am and that I'd like to interview Gabriel Johnson. 

I’ve never met Harding, but his voice has a patrician quality, suggesting cashmere and loafers. "Yes, it's a tough case, so far, with no exculpatory evidence. Shondrea told me she hired you, which means you’ll be working for me, too.”

I get ready for him to inquire about my license, but the question never comes up. If asked, I’d have told him that New York law allows me to work without a license as long as I confine myself to taking one case at a time. My California investigator’s license might still be valid, but I wouldn’t know, having burned it in the ash tray of the car I drove to the airport on the day I moved back to New York. 

“Can you tell me the name of the arresting officer?”

“Lieutenant Saleh at the 42nd in the Bronx,” he says, with no hesitation. 

Some instinct makes me ask, “How come you remember?”

We share a full five seconds of dead air, before Harding comes up with, “He’s a client of mine. Can’t say any more.”

He doesn’t have to. Khurram Saleh’s case was plastered all over the papers last year. He was an Egyptian graduate student at Columbia University, whose friends from Pakistan were detained and deported for collecting funds for a charity that had vague connections with the ill-defined shadow world with which we’re supposed to be at war. Khurram went underground before he could be arrested, or so the tabloids said. 

Occasionally they run his face on the evening news, asking anyone who has seen him to call the police. Lieutenant Saleh must be one of Khurram’s relatives, but I know there’s no use inquiring further. 

Harding clears his throat and moves on. “Here’s what I’ll do, Ms. Epstein. There’s a Corrections Officer at Rikers named Larry Tollway who acts as a liaison with some social workers I know. He's that rare breed, a CO who actually believes in rehabilitation. Tollway knows Gabe. I'll ask him to meet you in reception.”

Outside, the air is more liquid than gas. There’s another suffocating inversion on the way but it’s still cool enough for me jog the mile to the newsstand, where I stack the boxes of stripped paperbacks onto a dolly and wheel them to the subway.

On the N train, I kill time trying to guess which passengers will get off at Queens Plaza to take the Q-101 bus to Rikers Island. I look for morose parents or gloomy girlfriends, those who sit alone with their thoughts, anxious and sad. As it turns out, almost everyone on the train boards the bus. I take a window seat near the back, next to a petite blonde wearing denim cutoffs shorts and high heels. Nobody talks.

When we reach the top of the Buono Memorial Bridge, the gigantic detention complex rises to meet us; ten different jails on 414 acres surrounded by coils of razor wire and an electric fence. Only minutes from Manhattan, it’s a sight that most New Yorkers have never seen. Up to 16,000 inmates take up space on Rikers Island, most of them awaiting trial and too poor to make bail. The ones who are sentenced to less than a year stay here. The rest will be transferred to state prisons. 

A CO is waiting for me at the registration desk in the Control Building. Slight and wiry, with thinning brown hair, Larry Tollway has a bulldog quality that I imagine serves him well in his line of work. "Silas told me this is your first visit. He asked me to take you through security.” 

“I’m not used to this kind of red carpet treatment.” 

Larry grins. “No problem, glad to help. I've been up all night doing intake, so forgive the wrinkled look." His blue uniform looks serviceable, if not dapper, and except for bloodshot eyes and a sunburned face to match, I see no signs of fatigue.

“Looks like you stayed too long at the beach,” I observe. His welcoming committee smile gives way to a ‘what’s it to you’ look for an uncomfortable moment and then the jovial Larry is back. We chat about what a hot, miserable August it's been while I submit to the labyrinthal process of gaining entrance to one of the largest jails on earth, culminating with my enclosure in a dazzling red cylinder, where I'm scanned for metal from head to toe. Larry surprises me by offering to deliver the donated paperbacks to the library, while I take the bus over to the Motchan Detention Center.

Several layers of security later, I'm waiting in a windowless room where prisoners are allowed to communicate with their loved ones. Next to me, a young girl wearing a gold cross over her green tank top snaps her gum while listening to a tirade of affectionate curses and caresses flung so loudly by an Asian teen that I can hear them through the telephone receiver she holds six inches from her ear. “You make me bust a nut just looking at you, bitch,” is the closest he comes to a complement. His arms are covered with snake tattoos and I'm fascinated by the way they’re magnified in the glass partition.

The husky build and shaved ebony head of the young man who now enters and sits down offers a sharp contrast to his delicate facial features. He avoids eye contact, waiting for me to make the first move, so I pick up the phone. 

"Gabriel, my name is Jo Epstein, and I'm a private investigator. Your mother hired me to look into your case.”

"Leslie’s already doin’ that."

"And who might she be?"

"Leslie Corning. She works at New Beginnings. Came by a few days ago. A real wise head. Shoulda' been a lawyer. ‘It was self defense, not manslaughter,' that's what she said when I told her how it went down."

"Would you mind telling it again?"

Gabriel's expression says otherwise but he complies. "I did some business and I was on my way home."

"What kind of business?"

"I sell prints of my photographs. It's what I do." He gives me a challenging look to let me know his talent is to be taken seriously. "These three gangbangas tried to jack me. One of ‘em pulled a knife, so I grabbed the handle and twisted it back. I didn’t mean to stick’em. When the others saw what happened, they done a rollout."

“You gonna tell me what gang?”

“Since you’re dumb enough to ask, they were Scorpions; one of ‘em was flying the flag.”

"Any witnesses?"

"Like I tol’ Leslie, just one guy from the neighborhood, some sleepwalker I know from rehab."

"I'd like to talk to him."

"Save your breath. Why should he say somethin’ gonna give him a rep as a snitch?”

"It's worth a try. Can you give me his name? Tell me where to look?"

"Sure. But if you go up there, you betta’ take a bodyguard."

"I know you'll find this hard to believe, Gabriel, but I grew up in the southeast Bronx." 

The ghost of a smile visits his eyes. “Fo’ sure you don’ live there no more. The junkie’s name is Sonny Rodriguez. He hangs at the bodega on the corner of Tremont and Washington.”

“What does Sonny look like?”

“He wears Hawaiian shirts and has a white streak in his hair that makes him look like a skunk. If you find him, ask him if he still has that thing I gave him.”

I know better than to ask what this thing might be. “Sure. I'll let you know if I find out anything that could help your case."

"Don’ worry ‘bout me. I got my own plans for gettin’ outta’ here.”

These are definitely not the words of a desperate man, wrongly accused and facing a long prison term. Maybe he’s blowing hot air to hide his fear. Hard to tell. There's more than a pane of glass dividing us.

"Is there anything you need?"

"Besides my freedom? Keep an eye on Leslie. If somethin' bad came down on her because she was on the lookout for me, that wouldn’t be right. And when you see Silas, tell him I’ve got some information I wanna use to make a deal."

"I’ll do what you ask. But if you’re not being straight with me, you’re the one with the most to lose.”

“Yeah, well straight hasn’t done me much good, has it? I coulda’ fled the scene, but I waited for the police and what did that get me? Handcuffs and a railroad job unless I can swing a deal.”

Riding back to Queens Plaza, my seatmate is a thin, talkative woman with a slight Irish brogue. “I work at the drop-in center near the Plaza,” she says. “We try to help them before they hit the streets. Imagine, being released at three in the morning and all you have in your pocket is a buck fifty and a Metrocard.”

* * *
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During the ten years I lived in Los Angeles, my old neighborhood in the Bronx was the setting for recurring nightmares in which California sun and sand were replaced by dimly lit sidewalks and I was forced to walk the shadow-filled streets. Today my bad dreams have a chance to mesh with reality. But when the train leaves the tunnel, emerging into bright sunlight and running parallel to the pre World War II rooftops, I enter a world that’s more pathetic than frightening.

It's not the drug deals in doorways or the sniffling kids running half naked through the streets, although that's bad enough. It's not the sickening smell of garbage or the ever-present graffiti that gets me down. It's the claustrophobia and knowing that the only way most people leave this place is in a box, or in a uniform provided by a prison or a branch of the military.

Descending from the elevated station, I pass a pack of teens partying on the steps. They're busy sharing an after school joint, but take time out to sneer at my Birkenstock sandals and stretch jeans. No wet smacking lips and obscene gestures, just curious stares aimed at the lady with the kinky red hair and freckles.

Among the boarded up tenements on Tremont Avenue, there are several bodegas, including one that used to house an evangelical church. The signs are still in Spanish but the owner is Korean, no surprise given how often these little stores change hands. He’s reloading the soda machine and I purchase a Dr. Pepper. “Maybe you’ve seen my friend. His name is Sonny Rodriguez, has black hair with a white streak.”

“Don’t think so. Hard to say.”

That’s the best I can get out of him and the same goes for the clerk at the Dollar store. I try the bodega two blocks down, which dares to carry fresh vegetables and a modest selection of wine. A skin-and-bone, white-haired apparition skulks behind the cash register, a cigarette dangling from her mouth. “You mean the Skunk,” she hisses, in response to my inquiry. “Hold on to your purse if you go near that low life. I was out for a smoke about an hour ago an’ I thought I saw him in the park.”

Crossing the street, I walk up the steps leading into Crotona Park, where the stately trees provide a welcome haven from the relentless sun. The meadows and hillsides make a beautiful setting, but the original designers would roll over in their graves if they could see their exotic trees and shrubs providing perfect cover for sex offenders and druggies. On the basketball court, a game is in progress and one of the players, a twenty-something Tony Banderas look-alike, makes a jump shot, catching my eye on the way down. He trots over to the fence and the face that looked so good at a distance turns out to be a pockmarked landscape with a few scars thrown in for good measure.

“Lookin’ for somebody?” He’s still a little out of breath.

“Sonny Rodriguez.”

"You off duty?" 

"I'm not a cop. I just want to talk to him.”

“Try the chess tables.” He points behind me. “The Skunk doesn’t play, but he likes to watch the action.”

“Thanks.”

Four chess tables, cast in concrete and mounted on pedestals, are squeezed in between the swings and the baseball diamond. Only one game is in progress, a match between two geezers smoking cigars, the earth around them already littered with three empty cans of malt liquor. A third man nurses the fourth can, stretched sideways on a bench, his face a light shade of jaundice yellow. There’s no mistaking the neon blue Hawaiian shirt and the hairdo that’s made him famous, but I put the question to him anyway. 

“Sonny Rodriguez?”

Over the beer can raised to his lips, eyes like two expressionless puddles examine me. I’ve seen this stagnant water before, dead to everything, craving only short-lived euphoria. I wonder if I’ll get through to him.

“My name is Jo Epstein. I’m a private investigator working for the mother of a friend of yours, Gabriel Johnson."

Sonny surprises us both by pulling himself up to a sitting position. "He no friend a mine."

“Gabriel’s been charged with manslaughter. Says the fight was three to one and that he was the one. Did you see this?" 

“I didn’t see nothin’." He starts to scratch his neck, stirring memories of a hophead I had a crush on in high school, a boy who seemed to inhabit a cool, far off universe where the laws of physics were pleasantly different. Jason wrote junkie poetry that made me fall half in love with him. Lucky for me, he had no sex drive and rejected my awkward advances.

"Gabriel told me he knows you from rehab. Your evidence could be grounds for having the charges against him dismissed."

"It could also be grounds for gettin' me shot." His brain may be cooked, but his instinct for self preservation appears to be intact. 

"So an innocent man goes to jail because you're chicken shit?"

"Thas’ what that social worker girl said, but I tol’ her it wasn't her ass be put on the line. She was here last week, quacking some line about Gabriel needing my help. Yeah, I know him, but he's not my brother - not somebody I'd get smoked for, and that’s what you be askin’."

I give it one more try. “Gabe must consider you a friend, because he told me he gave you something to keep for him.”

“Musta’ been some other body.”

“OK, Sonny, have it your way. Let me know if your memory improves.” From the bottom of my purse, I find one of the old business cards that I keep forgetting to throw away and scribble my New York number on it. Sonny takes the card and makes a show of stuffing it in his shirt pocket. "You people gotta stop buggin’ me.”

I walk over to a pay phone, cursing the Parks Department for installing it next to the men’s room. Sonny’s laughter follows. "That ringer hasn't worked since cars had fins. Don't you have a cell?" I wish I did, but I cut back on all unnecessary expenses when I quit this screwball profession.

I leave the park and walk two blocks before finding another phone in front of the Boys and Girls Club. I flip through the war torn pages of the thick book chained to the kiosk and punch in the number I want. The precinct operator connects me. 

"Homicide. Lieutenant Saleh speaking."

"This is Jo Epstein. I’m an investigator working for Silas Harding and I’d like to talk with you about the Gabriel Johnson case. I’ll take no more than ten minutes of your time."

“Have Silas call me." Click.

It infuriates me, but there it is, the typical ‘fuck you, everybody’s a criminal unless they can prove otherwise,’ cop attitude. Well I’m not going to let him obstruct this investigation. That is, if I can come up with four more quarters for this stinking pay phone. Looking around for a store where I can get some change, I see a rundown van parked across the street, Day-Glo cones and sundaes painted haphazardly all over its mustard yellow sides, easily the funkiest ice-cream truck in the city. I buy a Nutty Buddy, which seems like the safest bet with the least food coloring, and get my change from the five in quarters. 

Back at the pay phone, the late afternoon sun has me sweating and it gets worse when Silas Harding’s voicemail picks up on the first ring. This means that someone, probably him, is in the office and on the phone. It also means that if I call back too soon I’ll lose two more quarters. I take a leisurely ten minutes to eat the ice cream cone and try again. “Harding here,” he says. “It’s Jo Epstein,” I reply. "I’m five minutes from the precinct, but that cop from the Bronx you referred me to is giving me a hard time. Wants you to call him to verify that I’m worthy of his precious time.”

“No problem, Jo. You can head over there right now. I’ll take care of it.”

The teens are still hanging out at the train station and this time I get a tentative smile from one of the girls. I ride one stop and walk two short blocks to the precinct, which is squeezed in between the Hard-as-Nails salon and Jessie's Barbecue. My own nails could use a trim and my stomach is growling.

Lieutenant Saleh keeps me on a bench in the hallway for an hour before inviting me into his microscopic office on the second floor. The décor is a testimony to the versatility of gray metal – the desk, the chairs, even the picture frame showing off his wife and kids – all have the same dull sheen. His suit, however, is a dark maroon, set off by a mustard yellow tie. I stand awkwardly in front of his desk as he shuffles through some papers. His eyebrows are delicate, above wide almond eyes, but his broad cheekbones and square shoulders give him a solid look. 

Without glancing up, he says, "I owe Silas Harding a favor and it seems you’re it. What can I do for you?"

I can see he’s going to be a pleasure to work with. “There seem to be some unanswered questions about the Johnson case.”

“Really?” His tone of voice clearly says that talking about a closed case goes against his grain. Like most cops, he thinks he’s infallible and in spite of what he said about owing Silas a favor, he won’t hesitate to throw me out. A weak hand is better than none, so I play it. “Are you related to Khurram Saleh?”

The Lieutenant finally looks up. 

“That’s none of your business.” He pauses and I wait for the other shoe to drop. “It’s the Johnson case you’re here to talk about, so let’s get that over with, shall we?” he says, crisp as a Pringle. Then he walks over to the hotplate in the corner and offers me peppermint tea in a Styrofoam cup. "We only drink overcooked coffee on TV shows," he says, rolling a chair across the floor. "Have a seat."

"Did you interview any witnesses at the scene?" I ask, thinking of Sonny Rodriguez. I sip my tea, trying not to show my amazement that Saleh has added some honey. 

"We cover all the bases. What makes you think we've overlooked something on this one?" He runs his fingers through his dark, razor cut hair as if expecting it to be longer. 

"It never hurts to be sure."

"Did we catch him on the scene with blood on his hands? Yes. Were his fingerprints on the knife? Yes."

"Gabriel says he was jacked by the Scorpions, that he grabbed the knife from one of them and used it in self defense. I have a potential witness, but he's too scared to talk."

"Or he’s stringing you along.”

"Mr. Johnson also said that his social worker, Leslie Corning has been trying to verify his story."

"She came in here with some half-baked ideas, but as I'm sure you know, one foot isn't enough to walk with."

"Maybe so. But self defense isn’t manslaughter."

Saleh glares at me and starts pecking at his computer keyboard. When he looks up again, there's a smile on his face and it's not a pleasant one.

"According to the DOCS database, Leslie Corning posted Gabriel Johnson’s bail this morning. $150,000, the whole amount in cash, not the usual ten percent. Last I heard, social work interns didn't make that kind of money. She must be sweet on this guy."

Before I can waste any more of Saleh’s time, I find myself on the street, nursing a cold cup of tea and a bruised ego. One day on this case and already I'm feeling like a yo-yo, walking the dog to nowhere. I flag down a gypsy cab that’s defiantly cruising for passengers near the police station. There’s no irksome meter involved, just a flat fee of $15 paid to the Sikh driver. Although my expenses are being paid, I don’t want to bill Shondrea for any more than I have to.

* * *
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Saturday night, and another busy shift goes by at the newsstand with little time to think about the Johnson case. We have a small section of literary magazines and during a lull, I copy down some editorial addresses. I submit my poems occasionally and every now and then one gets published. 

At home after midnight, I relax and talk to Ellie-the-ghost about the day’s events while soaking in the tub. I got in the habit of chatting with her shortly after I moved in here. The landlord never told me her name, so I came up with one myself. Some people might think it strange, talking to a dead person in the room where she took her own life, but conversing with Ellie seems like the most natural thing in the world. She's a great listener and since she never objects; what I say always goes. 
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Chapter Two
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improve your English

do not lean on the door

turn your dreams into reality – register now!

meet thousands of other singles

subway ads

enlivening the tunnels

with debt solutions for a better life

On Sunday afternoon, I make a long overdue visit to Mom. Car service would be faster, but the D-train suits my budget and I use the time to collect my thoughts on the way to Brooklyn. Seems like all those years doing homework on the subway still have me convinced that I need the sound of rumbling wheels, squeaky brakes, and the congested breathing of densely packed commuters to reach my deepest levels of concentration. Buses, trains – name anything that moves and chances are I’ve written a poem or pondered a case while riding on it.

I stop in at Luigi's for a slice of pizza, happy to see that he's still in business. When I moved back here from Los Angeles in the late '90s, the Cyrillic alphabet was just beginning to dominate the storefronts in this neighborhood, a few miles north of Brighton Beach. Today, the only remaining sign in English is Luigi's Ristorante, which technically is in Italian. Go figure.

At Luigi's, the customers eat standing, belly up to the counter. I spill enough tomato sauce on my blouse to attract the attention of the fashionably dressed Russian woman next to me and she looks over with amused disdain. This must be one of the women that Mom talks about, the fashion plates who stir up the shoppers at the Stop 'n Shop by wearing their mink coats in the checkout line while purchasing canned tuna fish with food stamps. Nikolai tells Mom that it’s so cold in Russia even the poor have fur coats.  

She's always had a soft spot for Russians. So much so that she named me Jo when she still had the hots for Stalin. She couldn't believe he was a mass murderer, not until she fell in love with an émigré musician who claimed to have conducted for the Kirov ballet. Nikolai lost his entire family, all purged from the pure body of Soviet Russia. He's also the jealous type and refuses to acknowledge that my father ever existed. Probably thinks I sprang like Athena from the head of Zeus.

Halfway down East 15th Street, I’m assaulted by the abrasive sound of heavy sandblasting, accompanied by loud Cuban music. Peering upwards through a cloud of dust, I see the silhouettes of two workmen in gas masks. Confidently perched on a scaffold suspended from the roof, they’re strafing the red bricks of the 5-story building where Mom has lived for thirteen years. 

I take the stairs to 5H and ring the bell. By the time she unbolts the three locks drilled into the battered door, I've put my backpack down on the pink checkered tiles of the hallway floor and am considering doing my nails. Mom's overjoyed to see me and I try to focus on the brightness in her pale blue eyes instead of whatever new signs of aging have appeared.

“What’s that on your blouse, honey? Is it blood?”

I head for the bathroom to remove the offending stain, but Mom cuts me off. “Here, see if this fits.” The sleeveless tailored shirt is bright pink, my least favorite color, but I put it on. It’s strange how clothes take on a wearer’s identity. Wearing Mom’s blouse feels like slipping into her skin. 

In the kitchen, I pour myself a glass of much needed water and Mom tells me that Nikolai, who usually does the shopping, is out of town and the cupboards are bare. Given that the windows are vibrating with noise from the sandblasters and the air is full of questionable particles, I’m happy to take her over to Avenue M to do some shopping. 

Like most elderly women in the neighborhood, Mom uses her shopping wagon as a combination grocery cart and walker. When I remind her of the cane that the hospital provided after she broke her hip last year, her gentle blue eyes turn gray and flinty. “I’m not a little old lady!” she indignantly exclaims. What she means is that canes are for the vulnerable, marking their users as ripe for robbery. 

During our slow crawl around the neighborhood, Mom points out the new restaurants that have opened and praises the architecture of her favorite churches, as if this were the first and not the hundredth time we’ve taken this walk. We fill up the wagon with canned junk and frozen food dinners that she loves to eat when Nikolai isn’t around to cook for her. On the way back, we stop at a used bookstore and she lets me buy her a copy of The Good Terrorist by Doris Lessing. The sardonic nature of the title, given current events, isn’t lost on either of us. 

By the time we get back, the sandblasters have gone. In the only bedroom of the apartment, which also doubles as an art studio, Mom shows me her latest paintings, pulling them one by one from a tall stack balanced atop the ironing board. Some are neatly matted, but most of them need work. There’s one piece, a lone, hooded figure walking on Rockaway Beach with vigorous waves pounding the shore and monolithic buildings rising in the background. “Maybe I should redo this, make it a night scene, add a full moon,” she says. I tell her I love the picture the way it is. Mom took up painting in her 70’s and she swings between the surreal and the ordinary with ease. My favorite is the series of acrobats, dressed in orange and brown, suspended in space. 

I help her return the canvases to their precarious perch on the ironing board. “Why don’t you put some of these up on the wall?” I ask.

She looks around the stark bedroom and smiles, as if visualizing the walls covered with watercolors. “Nikolai thinks he’s an art critic. Whatever I choose to put up, he’ll want something different.” I know better than to question their unique relationship.

"Written any poems lately?" she asks.

“Actually I've taken on a case, a mother trying to help her son beat a manslaughter charge."

"Hmmm," she says. Vocations other than the artistic have always been dismissed by Mom as irrelevant. Maybe she's right. “I think you got your love of words from Derek,” she says. “Did you know he wrote short stories?”

When Nikolai isn’t home, my father’s name has a way of cropping up in conversation. “He let me read the one about the super who goes crazy and torches the garbage at the bottom of the dumbwaiter shaft.” 

Mom looks wistful. “Sometimes I think that you became a detective so you could search for him.”

I swallow my reply. It’s not a question of where my father is, but of why he doesn’t want to be found.

Soon it’s time for dinner. It always amazes me how fast time flies here, given the agonizingly slow pace of my mother’s movements. I cook up some spaghetti with marinara sauce and fresh asparagus on the side. Afterwards, we stay up late, munching on sardines and crackers while drinking Merlot, exchanging chit chat, catching up on things. I'm happy that we're staying on the surface. Since I moved back to New York, after my second divorce four years ago, every visit with Mom has included a quarrel about my bad taste in men. Tonight’s different. Maybe it’s because she’s a bit tipsy from her second glass of wine, but when the subject comes up, she says “If I’d been a better role model you’d have acted differently.” I vehemently deny this, but at the same time recognize a grain of truth. Mom’s been married three times. Before she can fall asleep in the lazy boy, I guide her to bed. 
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