

  

    

      

    

  




		

				

					

				








			This book is dedicated to everyone who has gone the distance for a friend.


			










Chapter One


			Early November, 1958


			New York City


			6 p.m.


 


			Trust is a hard thing to come by. Most people, even the nicest people, the type of people who give potluck dinners and watch each other’s kids, they’ll give you the shaft if it means they come out on top, or if they just don’t have time for you. Can’t blame them, really. Life’s a tough game. A handful of people win. Most just get by. Everybody else loses. Too many people, even those nice people, want to put me into the losing slot because of the way I dress—a dame in gentlemen’s suits—and my preference for the love and lust of women.


			It’s the same story in my outlaw world, just a lot more dangerous. Greed backed up by guns does a lot of the talking. To stay alive I have to stay sharp, because every time I steal a painting, a fancy jewel, or some other treasure and smuggle it into town for clients who are generally the winners of life’s crap game, I have to navigate a treacherous maze of dirty dealing. So when I find anyone who’s the real deal, who not only keeps their word but knows what the word is, I value their life as much as my own. 


			Nick Fortunato is the real deal, a guy with a big heart and a sincere soul. I’ve known him all my life, since we were kids in Coney Island. Nick spent our childhood years hanging around back alley dice games hidden behind the thrill rides, fortune-teller rackets, and Coney’s shooting galleries. He kept his eye on the action, his young head for numbers picking up on the odds and how to beat them. 


			I spent those same tender years pillaging trinkets from beach bags and storing the loot under the boardwalk until I had enough to haul a sack onto the subway to Manhattan, where I’d fence the stuff. These days, I pillage more expensive trinkets from fancier and faraway places, sometimes from museums, galleries, and rich art collectors, just as often for them. Nick’s come a long way, too. He’s become a big-time, big-money bookie, known in the trade as Nicky Fast Hands for the fast payouts he makes when your horse comes in or your team wins, and the fast grabs he makes for your dollar when your horse craps out or your team falls on its face. His players trust him, though. They know he gives honest counts, no funny business.


			For the last several years on Nick’s birthday, from the time we both started making real dough, I bring a couple of bottles of good Italian wine to his apartment and give him a sawbuck to place a bet on a nag we both know won’t win. And every year on my birthday, he brings me a couple of bottles of Chivas Regal scotch and places a ten-dollar bet for me on a horse he knows will pay off.


			Today is Nick’s birthday. I’ll pull a tenner from my wallet for the bet on a losing nag in tonight’s trotters at Yonkers Raceway. Nick will phone it in from his apartment to his bookie parlor in the basement of a Front Street warehouse, near the downtown East River docks. Then we’ll order in a big Italian meal from a neighborhood red sauce joint, drink both bottles of the pricey Barolo I’ve brought for his birthday, and gossip about who’s scored big and who got pinched in our shared underworld. Sooner or later we’ll lapse into memories of the old days when we were trouble-making kids back in Coney Island. Somewhere around midnight, both of us a little rubbery after the heavy meal and finishing off both bottles of wine, I’ll get sentimental about the time he saved my teenage life, yanked me so hard out of the path of an oncoming truck I slammed into half-a-dozen pedestrians behind me, sending a couple of guys to the pavement. Nick shielded me when one of those guys, a big lug, came at me with fists and nasty remarks about my clothes; a rather snappy yellow shirt and blue tie paired with my dungarees. Nick got me out of there fast when the cops arrived to break things up. 


			I won’t be the only sentimental slob tonight, though. The wine, as always, will bring out the loyal softie in Nick. Around the same time I’m wallowing in memories of him saving me from a beating probably followed by an arrest, Nick will raise his empty wine glass in a toast and say, “To us and all our drunken birthdays,” and that it’s always been okay by him that “you dress the way you do, and damn if you don’t look swell in those silk suits. Even those scars on your face give you a certain rough class. Hell, you earned ’em, Cantor.” He says it every year. I like hearing it every year.


			I park my Buick, the latest black-and-cream two-toner stretched out in the new sleek style—though I do miss the curvier models of just a few years ago—and look forward the annual birthday ritual with Nick. For the occasion, I’m decked out in a royal blue suit, white shirt, finished off with a deep-green-and-yellow checked tie and a deep green pocket square. I did the best I could with my always unruly short brown hair, which I’ve begun to notice is sprouting threads of gray here and there. The birthdays are catching up to me.


			The November night is clear, the wind cold and brisk. I turn up the collar of my overcoat and pull the brim of my tweed cap down low while I walk the half block from my car to Nick’s apartment. He lives on West Eleventh Street, a neighborhood of ritzy eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Neo-Classical and Federal style townhouses just off lower Fifth Avenue. The light of streetlamps picks out the details of front stoops with ornate ironwork, marble lintels over windows, and entry doors of carved wood with brass handles. Branches of the now leafless sycamore trees along the curb are etched into the night sky like bony fingers grabbing for the moon. 


			Nick’s building, built sometime in the 1920s, is one of only two apartment houses on the block. The building isn’t a sore-thumb job, though. The brick face running up all nine floors is just as dignified as the brick of the Old Money residences beside it. The columned white marble of its Neo-Classical entrance calms the neighbors’ fears that the building’s tenants might be two-bit upstarts moving in on the local aristocracy. People like Nick Fortunato.


			The lobby’s pretty silk-stocking, too; black and white tile floor, pale peach walls with sconces of frosted glass flower petals that give the place a creamy glow. The mahogany-paneled elevator adds another touch of class, the kind of class Nick and I dreamed of as kids and can finally afford. Money and its privileges is the revenge we take on the snoots who still don’t like us: Nick for his immigrant parentage, me for mine, and for my strutting around town in custom-tailored suits, often with the pleasure of a woman on my arm. 


			I wonder—and laugh to myself—as I ride up the elevator, what’ll be the name of the horse I’ll lose money on tonight. I can already picture Nick’s chummy but mischievous grin when he palms my sawbuck. Happy birthday, Nicky-o.


			The elevator arrives at the ninth floor and I step out into the hallway, its rosy glow an echo of the lobby décor. Thick black carpeting silences my footsteps.


			At Nick’s apartment, I press the door buzzer, ready to greet the birthday boy. I’ve got a bottle of wine under each arm. 


			A minute passes and he doesn’t answer.


			I buzz again, back it up with a knock on the door, but when nothing comes of it I try the doorknob.


			The door’s not locked, which gives me an uneasy feeling. Leaving apartment doors unlocked is not your typical New York habit. I open it, walk inside, accompanied by a horde of butterflies flying around in my stomach. 


			The vestibule light is on, and so are the table lamps in the living room, a beige linen wallpaper-lined room decked out in the latest modern furnishings. Wine glasses are set out on the kidney-shaped glass-topped coffee table. Today’s racing form lies haphazardly on the couch, a sleek item upholstered in discreet red-and-light-gray horizontal stripes. A small, cozy fire is going in a fireplace set into a white brick wall.  


			I call out, “Nick?” hoping he’ll walk in from the kitchen with a smile on his face and maybe a cannoli in his hand. 


			Silence. The kind of silence that sends those butterflies into a frenzy.


			I set the wine bottles down on the coffee table, and that’s when I see the dark reddish stain smeared on the charcoal gray carpet below one of the table legs. The leg’s polished steel reflects the stain, making it look even more gruesome.


			In my dangerous line of work with dangerous people, I know the difference between wine stains and bloodstains. This one ain’t a wine stain. When I reach down to touch it, it’s warm, damp, and sticky.


			My jaw tightens and my throat swallows hard, reactions against the horror movie the bloodstain triggers in my mind.


			I pull myself out of the horror movie and get to work trying to find a more sane explanation for the blood on the carpet. Maybe Nick broke a wine glass and cut himself. Maybe he caught his hand or his knee on something, and maybe I’m grasping at nonexistent straws. The blood on the carpet didn’t come from a scratch or cut or any other clumsy wound. The smeared blood on the carpet came from something much more brutal.


			I work fast. It takes me less than ten minutes to give the apartment the once-over, check for signs of struggle or any trace of what happened here, who made it happen, and what happened to Nick. I start in the kitchen, look for any blood smears on the white cabinets and green-and-white checkered linoleum floor, thinking that maybe Nick took the fight in here, but the kitchen’s clean.


			So is the bathroom. There’s no trace of blood on the aqua wall tiles, no smudges in the sink or tub or shower stall, the flamingos etched into its glass door clean and dry. There’s nothing to indicate that Nick or someone else washed blood off the walls or their hands.


			In the bedroom, Nick’s bed is unruffled, the stripes of its blue and yellow bedspread straight as the columns in Nick’s ledger books of payouts and pay-ups. Nothing’s been knocked over on the cherrywood night tables. The bedside lamps, with the new style of rocket-shaped white glass globes, are still upright. The electric alarm clock is on its base and humming away. The mirror over the sleek bureau is unbroken, and the stuff on the bureau—an orange glass vase shaped like a tall, skinny raindrop, an empty blue glass ashtray heavy enough to brain someone, and a green ceramic dish with a pair of pearl cufflinks and a pair of gold ones—are all undisturbed.     


			All I’m sure of after I look over everything in the apartment and wipe my fingerprints from anything I’ve touched before I leave, taking the two wine bottles with me, is that the bloodstain on the living room carpet is a sure bet that Nick didn’t walk out of here on his own. He might not have walked at all.


			 


			 


			The bright lights and high energy of my Theater District neighborhood welcome me home, even giving me the gift of a parking spot down the block from my place. But even my neighborhood’s neon lights and snappy crowds headed to the jazz joints and Broadway shows can’t lift my worry about what might’ve happened to a guy I’ve shared a lifetime with, a childhood of scraped knees on hard streets and last laughs won when we survived dicey adventures.


			Pretty soon, when the winners of today’s racing and sports action don’t get paid off and the losers are strangely left alone, word will get around that Fast Hands Nick Fortunato is missing. Some underworld rats will crawl out of their holes to make a play for any money Nick was supposed to pay out. Other rats will scurry back into their holes to avoid paying up their losses to whoever takes over Nick’s book.


			None of those rats scare me. They’re just money sniffers, running toward the scent of free-floating cash, or running from the ravenous rats out to grab it. Only two types of rats give me the willies: one is the guy who bankrolled Nick when he opened his shop and who’s taken a cut of his action ever since, and the other is the deadliest gang of rats in town, the cops. The first rat doesn’t care how I live, as long as I come up with the goods when he wants me to. The second set of rats, the cops, have been doing their best for years to put me away on any charge they can, especially a morals charge. They’d really like to hang me with that one. The boys in blue would sneer on my way to the slammer.


			Upstairs in my apartment, I pour myself a stiff scotch to settle my mind and my nerves. I leave the living room lamps off and cozy up with the whiskey in my favorite big red club chair. Neon light from the marquees of the jazz joints and the nearby Broadway theaters drifts through my windows. The colors float around my living room and across my glass of scotch, turning the whiskey into a fantasy potion. 


			The good whiskey, the dreamy light, and the warm familiarity of home don’t do a damn thing to calm my fears for Nick, a guy who’s been true blue with me when a helluva lot of people, especially those very nice people, have wanted me to shut up, disappear, or drop dead. Nick never judged about how I live my life, about who I wine, dine, and bed. He never turned his back on me, even when it might’ve been smart to do so. Nick stayed that real deal, and now he’s missing, maybe dead. Or maybe not, I hope. Maybe just bloodied. 


			Each sip of the scotch opens up more of me, unlocks memories of me and Nick and our childhood mischief and our rogue adulthood. Each swallow of the whiskey finds the truth in my soul that I can’t just sit around and stew. I have to find out what happened to Nick. Otherwise, the few loyalties and friends one makes in my tough world—hell, the few true friends anyone makes at all—would mean nothing. That’s too cold a life, even for a tough dyke like me.


			I pour myself another scotch, let my mind cycle through various possibilities of where to start, who to talk to, which rat holes to crawl through, but I’m jolted back into the here and now by the ringing phone. I figure maybe if I ignore it, sooner or later the caller will give up. I’m in no mood for social calls or calls from potential clients or any kind of chitchat at all. 


			The damn phone keeps ringing until it annoys me enough that I finally get up from the chair and answer it. My simple, “Yeah?” is countered with a man’s gravelly voice and slow way of talking that makes my ears prickle and my throat tighten. 


			Every word, few as they are, is soaked with threat. It’s the voice of one of the rats who scare the hell out of me. “Stay out of it, Cantor,” he says. 


			










Chapter Two


			When Sig Loreale, the town’s most powerful and ruthless crime boss, tells you to stay out of it, the smart types, the types who value their lives, stay out of it. But after a rotten evening and two strong whiskies, I’m feeling more surly than smart. “Stay out of what, Sig?”


			“You know very well what I am talking about,” he says. Sig has this habit of speaking so slowly that you’re shaking either with frustration or fear by the time he reaches the end of his sentence. I’ve known Sig a long time, ever since he muscled his way into the old Coney Island rackets when Nick and I were kids. I know him long enough to know when he’s being intentionally threatening and when he’s just being his scary, ice cold self.


			Right now, I peg it the latter. “You’re gonna have to spell it out for me, Sig.”


			“Stop it, Cantor. It is not like you to be stupid. You know very well that I am talking about your friend Mr. Fortunato. You were at his apartment tonight for his birthday. You always go to his apartment on his birthday. And he goes to your apartment on yours.”


			Yeah, there it is, the big shot Sig Loreale, the guy with so much power, so much influence, so many threads spread so far and woven so deep that he knows what goes on everywhere in this city and beyond. He even knows who’s doing it, and when they’re doing it.


			Still, I venture out on a dangerously swaying branch, because at the end of that branch might be a scrap of information about what happened to Nick. “Oh, you mean my friend the bookie who’s missing? Whose apartment has blood on the living room rug? Did you have him killed, Sig?”


			It takes an exasperatingly long time for Sig to finish saying, “Mr. Fortunato is not dead.” The only thing missing from that sentence is the word “yet.”


			“I’m glad to hear it,” I say, more relieved than I dare let him know. “So why did your boys grab him? As far as I know, he’s been sending you your cut of the action every week like clockwork. Only a fool would hold out on you, Sig, and Nick Fortunato is no fool. So what’s your beef with him?”


			“Perhaps you have not been listening to me, Cantor. I have instructed you to stay out of this situation regarding Mr. Fortunato. It is for your own good.”


			There’s a click and then the line goes dead. I hear nothing except hissing silence, and the warning that comes with it.


			The best way for me to get the better of that hissing silence and not let Sig scare me more than usual is to pull a .38 revolver from the wall safe in my bedroom, fill the gun’s chambers, slip the gun’s shoulder rig under my suit jacket, and put a handful of extra ammo into my trouser pocket. Back out in the hall, I take my overcoat and tweed cap from the closet and walk out of my apartment, the .38 snug and warm in its rig under my arm. 


			It’s time to teach Sig Loreale a lesson in friendship.


			 


			 


			It’s almost eight o’clock by the time I park my Buick by the East River’s downtown docks. The wind coming off the river is cold as steel teeth, its bite a reminder to the neighborhood locals of just how much their lives are at the mercy of the river, how much their survival depends on the maritime trade and the racketeers who have it in their grip. It’s the perfect neighborhood for a bookie joint. Down here, where the long-ago enterprise of building the Brooklyn Bridge once promised progress and the good life in a modern future, the Gothic arches of its stone towers now rise into the sky with a majesty at odds with the backbreaking lives of the longshoremen, the crooked labor bosses who own them, and the rough pleasures to be found in the waterfront saloons. Hovering over everything is the slow clang of the river’s buoy bells and the deep bellow of ships’ horns, a mournful soundtrack to the grinding and dangerous lives lived around here.


			Front Street is a shadowy, cobblestoned thoroughfare of old brick warehouses muscled between equally old four- and five-story brick tenements whose rusting fire escapes serve as laundry racks, a place to air rugs, and outdoor sleeping quarters in the city’s sweltering slum summers. You won’t find air conditioners sticking out of the tenement windows come July. Nobody around here has the kind of dough to afford them. 


			Half of the curbside streetlamps are dark, busted out by certain citizens who don’t want other citizens to see what they’re doing. It’s to everyone’s benefit that no one on Front Street even bothers to notice the traffic of humanity of every race and class—some in well-tailored suits and coats, some in workman’s clothes, some even in shabby, nearly dead duds—that day and night walks down the old cast iron stairs to the basement of a hulking warehouse at the corner of Front and Dover Streets. No one even gives me a sideways glance as I pass under one of the few working streetlamps, my shadow sliding around me, or when I walk down the steps to the warehouse’s basement door. 


			After a couple of knocks, a dark-skinned, gray-haired black man, a guy I know, opens the door. His name’s Freddie Holmes. He used to run his own bookie joint up in Harlem until another operator, a white guy with bigger guns, a bigger gang, and even bigger connections, moved in on Freddie, literally tossing him into the street. Nick, never one to pass up good talent, recruited Freddie for the door job down here because no one can judge who’s kosher and who’s not better than Freddie Holmes. 


			He runs his thumbs under his suspenders, his white shirt picking up glare from the single overhead lightbulb. The grin he gives me is more or less friendly, the flesh of his face wrinkling like an old leather bag, a bag that holds years of smarts and secrets. “Cantor Gold,” he says by way of bare bones greeting. “Bad night to come down here, or haven’t you heard?”


			“Yeah, I heard,” I say, and leave it at that. I like Freddie, and I’m pretty sure I can trust him, but the fewer people who know I was at Nick’s apartment with only a bloodstain for company, or that Sig Loreale is involved, the better. “Look, Freddie, that’s why I’m here, to see if anyone knows anything that might help me find out what happened to Nick.”


			He gives me one of his famous look-’em-over hard stares, his eyes slitted now with cagey curiosity. “Why you stickin’ your nose in it, Cantor?”


			“Nick’s a friend,” I say, “a good a friend who’s stood by me since we were kids. I could always count on Nick and he could always count on me. Maybe he’s counting on me now. Isn’t that enough?”


			It takes Freddie a second or two of serious thought. Then he drops the hard stare and nods his head as he snaps his suspenders against his shirt. “Sure, sure,” he says with emotion under it. “Loyalties gotta mean somethin’ or livin’ is just too hard. Well, c’mon in, Cantor. But I gotta tell you, there’s no action, no bets. Everyone’s been taken off the phones and the wires. The boys are takin’ the whole place apart.”


			“So soon? Isn’t that a little cold?”


			“What’s the matter with you, Cantor? You been around. Don’t you know what’s goin’ on? Word’s already spread that Nick’s gone missin’. That means the cops are gonna know about it pretty quick, and figure that they won’t get their cut of the take this week, maybe not for a lotta weeks, maybe forever. Next thing you know, the cops will be down here flashin’ their badges, askin’ a lotta questions, shakin’ everyone down, nosin’ around for information, just like you’re doin’.” He finishes that with a smile I can’t quite read. I’m not meant to.


			“Yeah, but nobody wants to spill to a cop,” I say.


			“You think you stand a better chance?”


			With a tsk that implies a maybe, and a shrug that admits I don’t know, I walk past Freddie and through a door with blacked-out glass.


			Beyond the door is a large, dimly lit room busy with guys in shirtsleeves, some guys wearing fedoras or flat caps, some wearing green eyeshades. Everybody is either packing up the rows of telephones on long tables, disconnecting teletype machines, or ripping up race result lists and betting slips and burning them in trash baskets. A couple of guys, including Mike Landers, the leader of the crew that handles the phoned-in bets, are stacking chairs in a small gallery area where bettors who like to win and lose their money in person lounge around with racing forms and sports sheets. Mike’s a wiry guy, slender as a log and just as solid. 


			Three other guys, led by chubby-faced odds-master Chickie D’Andrea, are up and down ladders in front of a wall of blackboards, erasing the odds numbers from racetracks and sports arenas all over the country.


			A few guys give me a wave or a nod, but most just keep working to pack up Nick’s bookie joint before the cops show up asking questions nobody is in the mood to answer.


			I’m not interested in questioning any of these guys, at least not yet. Instead, I make my way to the office at the side of the room.


			A picture window takes up most of the office wall, the better to keep an eye on the action in the main room. Inside, a woman who really knows how to wear a light blue pullover sweater, slender brown skirt, and a wide leather black belt that moves around her body as if carving fine sculpture, is busy emptying her desk and boxing up ledger books. Her name’s Abby O’Neill, and there have probably been as many side bets on who she runs around with after hours as there have been bets on the horses or football games. But nobody’s ever won the bet because Abby never tells.


			The only things I know about Abby are that she shares Nick’s trait of a head for numbers, that she’s as efficient as a time clock, that her father used to be muscle for the West Side Irish mob until he met his end at the point a knife on the docks, and that Nick trusts her completely to run the day-to-day operations of his bookie business. My eyes tell me the rest: her eyes, catlike in shape, are dark and liquid as an exotic sea; her full lips inspire fantasies that make parts of me tingle; and her short, wavy dark brunette almost black hair softly frames a face that hints at danger as well as a zest for life.


			I take my cap off, run my fingers through my always unruly short brown hair, and knock on the glass-paned door just for the pleasure of having Abby look up from her labors and hear her wine-smooth drawl, “Come in, Cantor.” Once I’m inside, she says, “Steal any nice paintings lately?”


			“Why? Are you in the market? I’d empty the Louvre for you, Abby, you know that.” I give her my best courtly grin.


			“I’ll keep it in mind,” she says, enjoying the banter before coming around to the front of her desk and getting us back to business. “I suppose Freddie filled you in?”


			I give that a nod, take out my pack of Chesterfields and lighter from my inside suit jacket pocket, and shake out a cigarette for Abby. She pulls it from the pack, her red nail polish catching a glint from the overhead light fixture. I light her smoke, then light one for myself.


			She takes a deep drag, exhales, her eyes piercing the smoke as she leans against the desk. She looks me over the way a cat stares at a new toy and decides if it suits its mood. “I bet you didn’t tell Freddie you were at Nick’s place,” she says. Reading my quizzical look, Abby adds with a canny smile that could pull every thought from my brain, “It’s Nick’s birthday. You two always get together on your birthdays.”


			“He told you that?”


			“Sure, he told me that. He also said that he looked forward to those drunken evenings. So why are you here, Cantor?”


			There’s a folding chair opposite her desk. I sit down in it and look up at Abby. It’s like looking up at a masterpiece of Classical sculpture. “Listen, Abby, Nick was already gone by the time I showed up at his apartment. The door was unlocked. That was the first sign of trouble, so I let myself in. Nothing was out of place, there were no signs of struggle except for blood on the living room carpet. I don’t know what happened to Nick or where he is, but I know who does, and you won’t like it.”


			She looks straight down at me, her eyes bright, her body stiff, her expression telling me she’s figured something she wishes she hadn’t but can’t get rid of. When she finally says the name, “Sig?” her voice is a near whisper.


			I give her a slow nod. “Have you heard from him?”


			“No, not yet.” She takes another drag on her cigarette, a long drag followed by a long exhale. But even the cloud of exhaled smoke can’t hide the tension in her face. Whatever’s going on behind her eyes are pictures and thoughts she won’t let me see. “Who else could it be?” she finally says. “Sig Loreale is Nick’s. . . well, I guess you could say he’s Nick’s silent partner. I have to calculate Sig’s cut every week and take the envelope to him myself.”


			“And the cops’ cut?”


			“Sure, I figure that, too, and give Sig the tally. But what makes you think he knows what happened to Nick, or where he is?”


			I don’t answer right away, but use a long pull on my own smoke as an excuse for my silence. I need a moment to think, to figure how much to share with Abby before she forks over any information she might have that I don’t about Nick and Sig’s business relationship. 


			It’s not long, though, before I arrive at the only destination there is on this road: I have to give in order to get. And besides, since Nick trusts Abby, I guess I have to, too. “Because Sig phoned me,” I say. “He warned me to stay out of it, and when I dangled the idea that his boys might’ve killed Nick, he assured me that Nick is still alive.”


			“So Loreale has him?” Her sigh is shallow, edgy. I can’t blame her for being scared. Abby is smart enough to be scared of Sig. 


			“I don’t know if Sig has him,” I say. “And it seems Sig has his reasons to keep Nick alive. Maybe if we knew those reasons we can figure why Nick’s been grabbed, either by Sig or by someone else. And then maybe we can figure how to get Nick back. Look, Abby, you know a lot about the business between Nick and Sig. Any idea why Sig or anyone else would want to grab him?”


			She crushes out her cigarette in the ashtray on the desk with a nervous hand. “No. I have no idea.”


			“Are you sure?”


			“Of course I’m sure.”


			I’m fast out of the chair, stand close to Abby, close enough feel her breath, see the spark of anger in her eyes. “Abby, you crushed out that cigarette like you were afraid your hand would catch fire. Something about Nick’s disappearance and Sig’s involvement scares you. What is it?”


			She escapes me by walking around to the other side of her desk and busies herself with piles of papers again, putting them in a box, and stacking a group of ledgers. Her red nail polish shines like blood spots against the black ledger books. “Look, Cantor,” she says but doesn’t look at me, “I don’t know what Sig has in mind about Nick, and it’s probably better if I don’t know. Same goes for you. I don’t know why you’re poking around in Sig’s business, anyway. If and when Sig wants me to know, he’ll tell me. If he doesn’t, he won’t. Now go away. I have work to do.”


			I watch her arrange and rearrange those ledger books three times, as if they can’t find a comfortable spot in a lumpy bed. 


			She finally looks at me. “Why are you still standing there?” she says. “I have nothing more to say to you. Get lost, Cantor.” 


			I crush my smoke in the ashtray, keep my eyes on Abby, keep alive any hope that she gives a damn about Nick. 


			But she says nothing more. She’s done with me. “Let me know if Sig gets in touch with you,” I say on my way out the office door. 


			Out in the main room, the place is almost empty. The few remaining guys are tidying up, packing telephones, ledger books, and stacks of betting sheets in boxes. A big guy pushes the last of the furniture and other equipment out a back door to a loading dock where I guess a truck is waiting to take the stuff to a safe location, or maybe even dump it all in the river.


			It wouldn’t be the first time the East River has taken the apparatus of crime into its watery bosom. The river’s been known to welcome crime’s practitioners into its depths, too. Could be I’ll end up there someday. Suits me. The company would sure be chummy.


			 


			 


			By the time I get back to my Buick, I know something is very wrong in the triangle of Nick, Abby, and Sig. And I also know that there’s a flashy red and black ’57 Plymouth with gaudy chrome and pointy fins blocking my car. That’s the last thing I know before there’s a painful slam against the back of my head and everything in front of me—my Buick, the Plymouth, all of Front Street—spins in a whirlpool turning black.


			










Chapter Three


			“My apologies, Cantor. The boys loused up.” The guy’s voice seeps through the mud clogging my brain. Slowly, the mud starts to dry up, bits of it crumbling away. My brain begins to function just enough to let me think a little, become aware of my body, which tells me I’m in a lumpy chair and that wherever the chair and I are has the throat-gagging stink of dirty bedsheets, stale tobacco, and old sweat.


			“You want a drink, Cantor?” the voice says to me. The voice is familiar, a baritone with a certain warmth inside it.


			Enough of the mud has finally crumbled away for my brain to command me to open my eyes. 


			I blink a lot. I have to, so that my eyes can work their way back into focus and to make sure I can believe what I finally see: Nick Fortunato standing in front of me.


			Somewhere between the ache where I was slammed at the back of my head and the remaining mud still clinging to my brain, I’m relieved and I’m angry. My old friend isn’t dead or even just bloodied; my old friend had me attacked and kidnapped.


			He gives me the full-of-humor smile I’ve known for years, the smile of an almost honest used car salesman. It suits his almost handsome face: dark hair, easygoing brown eyes, movie-star chiseled features mucked up a bit by his imperfectly healed broken nose, the remnant of a Coney Island teenage brawl. He’s decked out in brown slacks, a white turtleneck pullover and a beige sports jacket with nubby brown flecks. Nick always was a smart dresser. That’s another thing our friendship has in common: a taste for fine clothes.


			We’re not in his apartment. We’re in a shadowy room with dull greenish walls. There’s a portable TV on a rolling stand next to me, a small refrigerator and a hotplate in a corner, and a sagging bed behind Nick. Yellow neon light flashes on and off through the Venetian blinds in the single window, threatening to make my headache worse. Slats of the yellow light cut across the bed, revealing my overcoat and cap lumped like a dead body on the red chenille bedspread. The red chenille is old and dull as dried blood. I don’t doubt for a minute that murders happened on that bed.


			I have enough consciousness by now to realize that the flashing light comes from a sign hung outside on the building that says ROOMS.


			We’re in a cheap hotel.


			I have a thousand questions, all of them starting with What the hell . . .? but the first thing out of my barely working mouth is, “Yeah, I’ll take that drink, Nick.”


			“I brought along a bottle of Chivas,” he says on his way to a decrepit bureau near the bed. The slats of flashing yellow light seem to tear at his face and claw at his fancy duds. It’s a relief to my vision and my headache when he passes beyond the light and pours a couple of drinks from a bottle on the bureau. “I know better than to serve you cheap scotch,” he says with an affable shrug. “After what you’ve been through, you deserve your favorite whiskey.”


			“Just what have I been through, Nick? That is, besides thinking you were injured or even dead after seeing blood on your living room carpet. And oh yeah, getting knocked out on Front Street and waking up in a fleabag hotel. Where the hell are we, anyway?”


			He passes back through the slatted light, taking the bottle of Chivas with him, and hands me a scotch, neat, in a scratched bathroom glass. The shoddy glass doesn’t matter. The good scotch clears the last of the mud from my brain. I see the shabby room, the flashing yellow light, and Nick more clearly now. Frankly, I miss the muddy blur.


			Nick downs his drink, I down mine, too, and he pours us each another. Smiling, he spreads his arms wide, glass in hand. “Welcome to the luxe accommodations of the Cortland Hotel on the wrong end of West One-Hundred-and-I-Don’t-Know-What Street in the Bronx. Safe haven for a man in hiding, courtesy of your friend and mine, Sig Loreale. And I really am sorry you got banged around, Cantor. Look, you and I go back a long ways. We know each other’s heart and soul, so I figured when you didn’t find me home you’d nose around down on Front Street. Honestly, I’m flattered that you gave enough of a damn to try to find out why I skipped our birthday bash.”


			I take another swig of the scotch, and wonder how far my friendship will extend in this mess Nick’s tangled me up in. But after a glance at Nick, at the exhaustion and worry behind the familiar smile, I know the answer to that question: I’ll take it all the way, because no other way matters.


			“So sure, I sent my boys to Front Street,” he says, “but I only told them to bring you here, not knock you out and kidnap you. The galoots got a helluva talking to when they brought you in. They were lucky that a talking to is all I gave them.”


			“I suppose you should hire a better class of galoot.”


			He gives that a sad snicker which tries but doesn’t quite make it to a laugh. “They don’t make ’em classy anymore,” he says. “There aren’t any honorable gangsters anymore, either. Loreale’s the last of the breed.”


			“Sig? Honorable?” I’d laugh out loud, except my head still hurts. Best I can do is a smiling grunt. “Face it, Nick, Sig would have his mother killed if it suited his business interests. You’re giving a lot of credit to a guy you’re hiding from.” 


			“You’ve got it all wrong, Cantor,” he says, half frowning, half smiling. “Sig is the reason I’m still alive and that I’m safe here. Sig needs me alive. I’m one of his better investments. By protecting me, he’s protecting his money.”


			I take another pull on my drink, but even the good whiskey can’t cut through my confusion. Sig Loreale isn’t the type to save anyone’s life. He’s better known for increasing the population of corpses. 


			“Look, Nick,” I say with sigh, “I’m tired. My mind’s spinning with too many threads and none of them tie together.” I try to get comfortable in the lumpy chair, though it’s a lost cause. I may as well be sitting on rocks. “So how about you tell me what’s really going on. After all, I just got thumped on the head and kidnapped to this high-class resort, only to open my eyes and see a guy I was afraid might be dead. So yeah, I deserve an explanation. Oh, and by the way, happy birthday.”


			“Hah! Helluva birthday, yeah?” he says, and adds a shrug meant to convince us both that he’s easy about whatever he’s gotten himself into. He’s not succeeding. His shoulders are tight as clenched fists. They look like they hurt. 


			He takes another swig of scotch, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, then lets out a breath that wants to spew out every worry he’s ever had. “Okay, then,” he finally says, “here’s the story. I had just set a couple of wine glasses on the coffee table when my doorbell rang. It was too soon for our birthday get-together, but I wasn’t expecting anyone other than you, so I figured maybe you’d come early. When I opened the door, though, a guy I didn’t know, a slender young guy, early twenties, maybe a little older, stood there with a big grin on his face and tufts of blond hair sticking out from under his hat. He looked more like those pictures you see of California surf bums than a New York sharpie. Maybe that’s why he’d turned up the collar of his black overcoat tough-guy-style. I gave him a polite hello and asked who he was and what he wanted; you know, the ‘May I help you?’ bit and all that. Next thing I know, he pulls a gun on me, a big .45 rigged with a silencer. He sticks the gun in my belly, pushes me inside the living room, and tells me he’s got a message for me from his employer.” 
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