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	FOREWORD

	 

	LIKE TRYING TO CATCH WATER IN A NET

	 

	 

	I am often asked what inspired me to start writing.

	My simple answer to the question is reading.

	Reading books, fiction or nonfiction, has always offered me the opportunity to expand my knowledge and my sensibilities—while doubling as a terrific source of entertainment. I have always found writing to be my preferred tool of expression and creativity—the instrument I wished to master. Poetry, song writing, journalism, and ultimately book-length fiction and short stories.

	The summer of 2000 found this South Brooklyn boy working at an office in South Carolina. A fish out of water. In the evenings I would write—working on my first full-length novel. And then one day it was complete. Now what…

	It was literally impossible to get a publisher to look at the work unsolicited. So, I was forced to go the prescribed route—attempting to find a Literary Agent who would champion my novel. All of the agencies I researched would only accept query letters—would not even take a peek at a chapter or two. If I imagined I could write a good book, I quickly learned I could not write a convincing query letter. The responses were short form letters which all said basically the same thing. Thanks, but no thanks.

	When Van Morrison was asked what he would do if he never sold a song, he answered without hesitation that he would not stop working at it because, he confessed, “I can’t not write.”

	Vincent van Gogh said, “If you hear a voice within you say ‘you cannot paint’ then by all means paint, and that voice will be silenced.”

	Determined to thwart discouragement, I did the only thing I could think to do. I sat in front of an archaic desktop PC and began to fill in a blank page. I wished to take my mind off rejection. I wanted to write something unlike what I had written before. Without much premeditation it began as a first-person narrative set in the office of a San Francisco private eye, Jake Diamond, and displayed humor that had been absent from my earlier efforts.

	I wrote ten pages.

	How a new work of fiction begins is as important to the writer as to the reader. For the writer, the opening pages are the seeds that will hopefully grow into a personally satisfying and coherent literary journey. They are the cornerstone. For the reader, the opening pages are the hook that will hopefully inspire the fellow traveler to continue on that journey. When I face the blank first page, I approach it as a quest and try in time to reach some hidden treasure by the end of the excursion—with many detours and sidesteps along the way.

	I do not know the final destination when I begin. The characters are created and developed as composites of people I have known, including myself, and by observed human reactions to events. The plot develops as a consequence of how these characters react and interact, and is secondary to the characters—since it is the people in a story that have always interested me most as a reader and I get to know these characters more and more clearly as they move through the story. In a series, as with the Jake Diamond mystery novels, there is the opportunity for the writer, as well as the reader, to learn more about recurring characters in subsequent installments.

	Plotting is extremely challenging, but when the theme of the work finally dawns on me, when I at last understand what it is I am really writing about, it provides direction. When I finally discover where the story is headed, I often find it necessary to backtrack in order to locate the path I need to be on to get there. But, when I begin, my books and short stories have always been initiated with a scene—one that will hopefully be recalled throughout the tale, by myself and by the reader, as the circumstance that launched the expedition.

	A few days after the barrage of rejection letters—and ten pages into the Jake Diamond experiment—I was surfing the internet when I stumbled across the St. Martin’s Press/Private Eye Writers of America contest for Best First Private Eye Novel. Interesting coincidence. I decided immediately that I would finish a private eye novel and submit it before the deadline—which was less than a month away. Apparently, for the characters and the dialogue—and certainly not for the convoluted plot—Catching Water in a Net was chosen for the award. The prize was publication by St. Martin’s Minotaur (following a considerable amount of editing) and an advance against royalties. Holy smoke.

	Exactly one year later I received a final hardback copy in the mail. It was a wonder to behold, and a thrill to hold. The novel was released on the first of October in 2001. SMP gave me two more shots before deciding that the Jake Diamond series, though well received by critics and readers alike, was not what they considered a cash cow. I continued to write, of course, what other choice did I have—but the work seemed destined to remain out of the public domain. And then, the net held water once again when Down & Out Books reached out to me and gave Jake Diamond and J. L. Abramo a second chance.

	Over the course of 18 months beginning in 2011, Down & Out Books reissued Catching Water in a Net, Clutching at Straws and Counting to Infinity as eBooks and published the stand-alone crime thriller Gravesend (which grew out of the first novel no one was interested in looking at a dozen years earlier) in both eBook and Trade Paperback.

	Since then, there have been six more novels, a full-length work of nonfiction, and a number of published and unpublished works of short fiction and essays which are collected here for the first time.

	We write, we paint, we play music, we sing because we need to. And if we are persistent and honest and somewhat fortunate, perhaps we can catch water in a net and reach an audience.

	And we keep writing.

	 

	Back to TOC

	 

	 


 

	SHORT FICTION

	 

	 

	To expostulate what majesty should be, what duty is,

	why day is day, night, night and time is time,

	were nothing but to waste night, day and time.

	Therefore, since brevity is the soul of wit,

	and tediousness the limbs and outward flourishes,

	I will be brief.

	 

	—William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act II Scene II

	 

	 

	 


 

	ONE HIT WONDER

	 

	 

	I found myself alone.

	The telephone on my desk had beckoned four times.

	I was waiting for Darlene Roman to pick up the call. My able assistant was much better at offering salutations, and Darlene had a knack for making it sound as if she were transferring the caller to someone important. On top of that, I might have reminded her, answering calls was one of the things she was being paid to do. But then Darlene might have reminded me that the last time we brought in enough business to earn her a decent paycheck, we were still pounding telegraph keys.

	I finally realized that I was alone. I grabbed the telephone receiver, guessing that Darlene had ducked out for a quick drink. A carrot smoothie at the health food bar across Columbus Avenue.

	I was trying to decide which of the standard greetings I would use.

	“Diamond Investigation, Jake Diamond speaking.”

	Or, “You have reached the offices of Diamond Investigation, please leave a detailed message. We will return your call as soon as possible, beep.”

	Before I could utter either, the caller spoke.

	“Do it tonight. You know the address; the studio is on the second floor above the market. The last class lets out at ten. By the time all of the students leave and she gets into her street clothing, it could be close to eleven. She always makes a stop at the newsstand, out toward Jersey Street, for a newspaper, and then she goes to her car. The car will be parked behind the school I mentioned. It should be the only vehicle back there, and it will be dark. Make it look like a mugging, and make fucking certain that she’s killed. You’ll get the other twenty-five grand when the job is done.”

	I might have told him that he had the wrong number, but the line went dead.

	I tried remembering how to get the caller back, how to find out who had dialed our office thinking he had reached his hired assassin of choice. I punched star 80, nothing happened. It was the only number that came to mind, then I realized I was thinking of a Bob Fosse film.

	A woman had been marked for death. I had six hours to find her. Somewhere in San Francisco.

	 

	 

	“It’s in Noe Valley, Jake,” Darlene said confidently, examining the wall map of the city, “Jersey is between 24th and 25th and only runs between Douglass and Dolores.”

	“We’re looking for a studio of some kind. Art class?”

	“Could be anything,” said Darlene, “ceramics, acting, dance, photography.”

	“Second floor above a market,” I said, “north or south of Jersey Street.”

	“It could be Douglass, Diamond, Castro, Noe, Sanchez, Church or Dolores,” Darlene -said, rapidly listing street names.

	“That’ll narrow it down.”

	“C’mon, Jake. Stop whining. Excuse me for being melodramatic, but a woman’s life is at stake.”

	“The hit-man didn’t get the instructions, Darlene.”

	“We don’t know that, Jake. Maybe the man who called realized his error. And the woman needs to be warned, one way or the other. Sooner or later the guy is going to get her killed. He must be determined if he’s putting up fifty thousand dollars.”

	“Why don’t we just call the police?”

	“Think about it, Jake. By the time the SFPD gets into gear, this woman will be pushing up daisies. And that’s if they even take you seriously.”

	“Pushing up daisies?”

	“Give me a little slack, Jake. It’s almost five, we have to do something.”

	“Give Vinnie Strings a call, and Joey Russo. Ask them if they can get over here, as soon as possible; we’ll split up the area between the four of us and hit the streets.”

	“I can’t help feeling it, Jake, but this is really exhilarating.”

	“Just what I needed on a Friday afternoon,” I said.

	 

	 

	We gathered around Darlene’s desk, looking down at the Castro District map she had printed off the Internet. Don’t ask me how that’s done. Joey Russo was out somewhere doing business. His wife Angela sent their son-in-law, Sonny the Chin, in his place.

	We decided we would comb the area between Douglass and Dolores Street, from Alvarado to Clipper. We each selected a quadrant, choosing the intersection of Noe and 24th Street as the starting point.

	Darlene, Vinnie, Sonny and I climbed into my Toyota and headed for Noe and 24th. Once there, we would all go out into our sectors on foot and come back together after two hours. If any of us found the studio, it would leave two more hours to decide on a plan of action before class let out at ten.

	We avoided considering the possibility that the place wouldn’t be found.

	I took the southwestern quadrant, nine square blocks. There were small markets everywhere, and newsstands up and down from Jersey Street. I walked into each of them, and other businesses along the way, asking about local studios and public schools. A number of visual and performing arts studios were identified, but none which sat directly above a deli or market. The nearest schools were the James Lick Middle School on the north side of 25th off Castro and the After 6 School opposite, but there were others within the boundaries of our hunt.

	Undaunted, I plodded on, grabbing a slice of sausage pizza on Douglass Street for sustenance. I could picture Darlene working on a falafel sandwich as she walked Castro. Vinnie would be searching for a double bacon cheeseburger, and Sonny the Chin would be enjoying a moveable feast that his mother-in-law had brown-bagged for him.

	I glanced at my Timex. Nearly half past seven and no luck.

	I could only hope the others were having more success, and hope the marinara sauce that had dripped from my slice would one day be purged from the front of my vintage City College of New York sweatshirt.

	The last place I entered was a wine shop close to the corner of Castro and Jersey. The owner was from the Bronx and, in spite of the sauce stain, he admired my shirt. He was a fellow City College graduate, who still couldn’t get over the 1951 basketball scandal.

	He couldn’t help with the matter at hand, but he was eager to reminisce and tried his best to sell me a bottle of Cabernet. It was almost eight, so I had to drag myself away. In an attempt to be polite, I handed him one of my business cards.

	 

	 

	I spotted Sonny and Darlene when I turned back onto 24th Street. Vinnie was crossing Noe from the east. We crowded together against the strong wind that had come up from the Bay. To passersby, we might have looked as if we were planning to knock off the wine store I had just come out of.

	When all of the reports were in, we were huddled at the spot where we had begun with little to show for our efforts.

	“What now?” I asked.

	“C’mon, Jake, we need a quarterback,” said Darlene, “we’re running out of time.”

	“Okay,” I said, winging it. “Vinnie, take the Toyota. Drop Darlene off at the Vallejo Street police station. Try to find Lieutenant Lopez, Darlene. Try to convince her that we need help. If she can at least send a few squad cars to cruise the neighborhood, it might scare the guy off. Lopez likes you, maybe she’ll bite.”

	“And if she’s not there?” asked Darlene.

	“Then look for Sergeant Johnson, but don’t mention my name,” I said. “Vinnie, you go back to the office and wait there. Maybe, by some miracle, this guy will call again by mistake. I’m going to stick around down here. Call me on my cell phone if either of you has any good news.”

	“What can I do, Jake,” Sonny asked.

	“Call your mother-in-law, Sonny, and ask her to say a novena.”

	Sonny stayed behind with me. We covered the search area again, circling the blocks as we moved out from the center. We were hoping that we might spot student types arriving for some sort of class. We took opposite sides of each street, checking the doorways to every flat that sat above a market or delicatessen, reading the names on door buzzers for anything that might offer a clue.

	Darlene rang my cell phone. She had spoken with Lopez and had sweet talked the Lieutenant into sending the troops out. Lopez said she could only spare two cruisers, but she would have them roll through the area until eleven. Darlene wanted to come back and join us in the search. I told her I would rather she go back to the office to check on Vinnie.

	 

	 

	It was nearly nine-thirty. Sonny insisted we take a short break for coffee. He suggested that at ten we could go out again, splitting up this time, to look for students letting out.

	We sat at the counter of a coffee shop near where we had started. Sonny finally broke the silence.

	“Is this your first contract hit?” he asked.

	“Very first,” I said, playing along.

	“The first is always the toughest,” Sonny said.

	I gave Sonny a hard look.

	“You’re joking, right?”

	“Yes, Jake, I’m joking. What’s on your mind?”

	“I’m thinking about the phone call. How I stood there listening dumbstruck. I heard him through without interrupting. Maybe if I had opened my damn mouth, I could have done something.”

	The counterman came over to refill our cups.

	Sonny took a five-dollar bill from his wallet and placed it on the counter.

	“Look, Jake. There’s a very good chance this guy never realized he called the wrong number, in which case the woman should be safe tonight. If you had cut him short, he would probably have set it up with the real assassin. And you wouldn’t have heard enough of the details to get us at least this close to the woman. There’s still a chance we may find her, it’s almost ten, let’s go.”

	We both rose and moved toward the exit.

	“It was strange. After I listened to the guy, I felt as if I had actually accepted the contract,” I said.

	“In a way you have,” Sonny said.

	We split up outside the coffee shop. The streets were Friday-night busy. Thirty minutes flew by. I saw a squad car moving slowly up Castro Street; it didn’t make me feel much better. I pulled out my cell phone to report in with Darlene. I turned it on and it rang immediately.

	“Hell, Jake, I’ve been calling for more than an hour.”

	“I must have turned the phone off without thinking, what’s up?”

	“Some guy from a wine store called, said he had some information about a dance class on Noe Street.”

	The wine store was less than a block away. I quickly thanked Darlene and ran back to the shop.

	I skipped the formalities.

	“Tell me about the dance class,” I said.

	“A very nice woman stopped in just before nine, for a bottle of Merlot. I’d never seen her before so I tried to make a little conversation. She was in a hurry. She said that she was a dance instructor, working out of a studio on Noe, and had to get to class. I thought she might be the woman you were looking for.”

	“Where on Noe?” I asked.

	“Right around the corner, between Jersey and 25th.” I ran out.

	I looked up and down the street for any sign. It was much quieter here than on Castro. It was ten thirty-five. Finally I spotted it, a small shoe store in the middle of the block. Above the door was a painted sign, displaying the name of the shop.

	The Market.

	I had no way of reaching Sonny. I debated whether I should simply walk over and try finding my way up into the studio when a woman came out. She was in her mid-twenties and very attractive. I watched as she moved toward Jersey Street. She stopped into the newsstand and came out with a newspaper under her arm. I followed a safe distance behind as she turned the corner at Jersey, going south.

	I looked around to check if anyone else was following. I dug into my jacket pocket and I took hold of the butt of my .38. I had taken it from my desk when we were waiting for Vinnie and Sonny to show up at the office. The woman crossed to the opposite side of Jersey Street and reached into her purse.

	Suddenly she was unlocking the door of an automobile parked on the street. The street was comparatively quiet, but it was fairly well lit and there were a good number of pedestrians. I rushed over to the car as she was climbing in. She quickly closed the door, locked it and started the engine. I stood looking at her through the car window. I must have appeared either harmless or pathetic, because she rolled down her window and spoke.

	“Can I help you?” she asked.

	“Do you teach a dance class over on Noe?”

	“That would be Mrs. Landers. She probably came out of the building right after me. I’m one of her students. Is there something wrong?”

	“Where does she park her car?” I asked.

	“Over on 25th, behind the Middle School.”

	Then I was running back toward 25th and Castro, my hand deep inside my pocket, still clutching the grip of the thirty-eight.

	I caught sight of a woman walking into the driveway alongside the school building. I took off after her. I had unconsciously pulled my hand from my pocket. I held my arm at my side, weapon in hand. I came into the small parking area behind the school. It was unlit. The woman was moving to the solitary BMW parked there.

	I heard a sound from the opposite side of the car and I raised my arm.

	“Mrs. Landers,” I called.

	She stopped and turned. She looked at my extended arm and then into my eyes.

	“Are you going to shoot me?” she asked.

	“No,” I said, moving quickly toward the car.

	“Jake,” a voice called from behind the BMW, “it’s Sonny.”

	I saw Sonny’s arms come up over the roof and then he stood.

	“I called Darlene and spoke with the wine store guy,” Sonny said. “I followed this woman from the studio and came in from the back in case anyone was waiting.”

	“Would someone please tell me what’s going on?” Mrs. Landers asked.

	Then we all turned toward the flashing lights and siren of the police cruiser coming up the driveway.

	 

	 

	It was nearly midnight. We were sitting outside of Lopez’s office at the Vallejo Street Police Station, waiting for the Lieutenant to finish with Sarah Landers.

	Lopez had not seemed very happy about having to be there at that hour.

	Lopez came out with Landers, asked the woman to take a seat in the hallway and then ushered me and Sonny into her office.

	“Sit,” she said.

	“What do you know, Lieutenant?” I asked.

	“Not much,” Lopez said, “the woman is a bit eccentric. She’s loaded with money; made a bundle dancing on Broadway and in movies. Retired, moved out here, and teaches dance for the love of it, and she can’t imagine why anyone would want her killed.”

	“That kind of thing takes a lot of imagination,” Sonny said, “does she have a husband?”

	“It was my first thought. She’s a widow,” said Lopez. “I asked her who she supposed might benefit from her death, she wouldn’t even consider it.”

	“So, what now?” I asked. “Whoever has it in for her is going to try again.”

	“Not much I can do, Diamond,” Lopez said, “I can put a tail on her for a few days, tops. Maybe the guy will call you back, ask you how you fucked it up.”

	“Cute.”

	“I have an idea,” Sonny said, “but I doubt that either of you will like it.”

	“Go ahead,” said Lopez with little passion.

	Sonny was right. We weren’t crazy about his idea. For lack of a better one, we decided to give it a shot.

	Lopez led me and Sonny out of her office and then she escorted Sarah Landers back in.

	 

	 

	The call from Lopez woke me before eight the next morning.

	So much for sleeping in late on a Saturday.

	Lieutenant Lopez had come down hard on Sarah Landers the second go around. She learned the woman had one child. A son who stood to inherit everything.

	Lopez said she scared the crap out of the woman with talk of obstruction of justice. She warned Landers that if she tried reaching her son, who was now a suspect in a conspiracy to commit murder, she risked imprisonment.

	Landers was told not to answer her home telephone.

	It was a colossal bluff. Lopez was betting Sarah Landers could not reach a lawyer before nine on a Saturday morning for consultation.

	The Lieutenant had a uniformed officer drive Landers to the woman’s home, with instructions to remain outside the house.

	The BMW remained where it had been parked in the school lot.

	Lopez then called the son, reporting that a late model BMW had been discovered abandoned behind a school building. There was no sign of its owner, who had been identified by the vehicle registration as Sarah Landers. The woman could not be reached at her home address. The car would be held at the city auto impound until someone came to claim it.

	“Did he sound mildly concerned?’ I asked.

	“He gave it a good try, he asked if there was anything he could do,” said Lopez. “I asked him to phone me as soon as he heard from his mother, and I said we would phone him if we heard anything. Got a pencil?”

	“Go ahead,” I said.

	I jotted down the son’s phone number.

	“I’m at my office, Diamond. I’ll be hunched over my telephone waiting for your call.”

	“Don’t hurt yourself, Lieutenant” I said, and ended the connection.

	When the dial tone came back, I punched in the number Lopez had given me.

	After three rings a man answered.

	“Time to settle up,” I said.

	“They didn’t find her body. What the fuck happened?”

	“They will, eventually, I took her for a little ride. Do you have the cash?”

	“Yes.”

	“Meet me in an hour. The Home Plate on Lombard, I’ll be at the counter. Don’t be fucking late.”

	“How will I know you?” he asked.

	I was very glad to hear that he had to ask.

	“I’ll wear a fucking carnation,” I said, “I’ll know you. Don’t make me fucking wait.”

	I hung up and called Lopez.

	 

	 

	I sat at the counter of the Home Plate Diner drinking coffee and glancing out the front window waiting for Daniel Landers to arrive.

	Before long, a car pulled up and double-parked across the street. I watched as he climbed out from the passenger side, carrying a large brown envelope. A woman behind the wheel rolled down her window to say something to him as he started to cross. I recognized the driver; I had followed her from the dance studio to her car the night before.

	Landers walked in and I waved him over. He sat at the stool beside me. He placed the envelope on the countertop without looking at my eyes. I asked if he needed a receipt and he shuddered. He was about to get up when Lopez walked in. It was the first time I had seen her out of a business suit. She looked good.

	“Daniel Landers,” she said, slapping handcuffs on him in the blink of an eye, “you are under arrest on suspicion of conspiracy in an attempt to commit murder. You have the right to remain silent, I hope you do. You have the right to an attorney; I would not recommend using your mother’s attorney. If you cannot afford a lawyer, we’ll see what we can do.”

	“Lopez,” I said, as Landers stood frozen in disbelief, “there’s a gal in the Pontiac across the street who you may want to talk with.”

	Lopez took out her two-way radio and called Sergeant Johnson. She told him to pick up the woman in the Pontiac before we came out. I saw Johnson’s unmarked Ford pull up beside the other car less than a minute later.

	 

	 

	Dan Landers confessed the moment they got him over to Vallejo Street. He claimed that it was her idea, the girl in the Pontiac. He’d met her a few months earlier when he picked his mother up from the studio, one of Sarah Lander’s dance students. They began to see a lot of each other and before too long she was filling Dan’s head with visions of a rosy and financially secure future for the two of them.

	Daniel Landers had no idea who the hired gun was. He had dropped word here and there that he was looking for one and someone contacted him. Landers had deposited the first twenty-five thousand at a drop the previous Sunday night, a trash barrel at the corner of California and Van Ness. The only phone number Landers had was the number for my office, Daniel had apparently written it down incorrectly. Without the contract killer it would be a tough case to prosecute, but the experience would certainly discourage Landers from trying anything like it again and perhaps give his mother reason to reconsider the provisions of her last will and testament.

	And that was that. Or so I thought.

	 

	 

	Five days later, late Thursday night, I arrived at my apartment from a pinochle game at the Pacific Heights home of a fellow PI. As I pushed the key into the door lock, I felt what could only be the barrel of a handgun pressed up against the back of my head.

	“Don’t fucking turn around,” the voice said.

	“Not a chance,” I said.

	“Word has it that you cost me twenty-five grand, Mr. Diamond, and that really fucking upsets me.”

	“It wasn’t my intention,” I said.

	“Nevertheless.”

	“Look at it this way; you made twenty-five thousand without having to kill an innocent woman.”

	“In my business, Diamond,” he said, “that is little consolation. If you ever try pulling something like that again, intended or not, you will find yourself at the top of my fucking list. Contract work is getting difficult to come by these days, and I won’t have someone pinching any of the few jobs that still trickle my way.”

	“Don’t worry, it was my first and last hit,” I said. I felt the gun barrel move away from my head.

	I finally found the courage to turn around.

	I found myself alone.

	 

	Back to TOC

	 

	 


 

	WALKING THE DOG

	 

	 

	I don’t remember hearing the gunshot, but the bullet nearly killed me.

	The last thing I could remember hearing before I woke up in a hospital bed twenty days later was a voice calling from behind. I can remember stopping to turn—feeling as if I knew the voice but unable to place it. The moment I came out of the coma, the thought briefly grabbed me and then let go.

	There are only two things that scare me more than death.

	Most frightening by far is the thought of something truly horrible happening to one of my children.

	My son had disappeared for two hours one summer. Charlie was six years old and had strayed from the area where we had been camping. It was a fairly desolate spot, so we weren’t afraid he would be abducted. We were terrified he might take a dangerous fall or discover a lake to drown in. Frantically we searched and called out for him, praying darkness wouldn’t fall before we could locate him.

	Finally, there he was. A good half-mile from our campsite. He was surrounded by fallen tree branches, a kind of makeshift fortress. Sitting there, piling small stones he had gathered to create a squat tower. Totally at ease and fearless—completely glad to see us. I told him what a nice job he had done with the stones, asked him if he was ready to leave, scooped him up in my arms and carried him over to his mother.

	It was at least a week before I slept well again.

	Next on my list of personal terrors, lurking between concern for the well-being of my children and my own mortality, is the thought of losing my sight or the use of my legs.

	Two of my childhood friends had lost their legs, one to diabetes and the other in an automobile accident. One crawled away from life toward an early death while the other passionately embraced life with both arms. I fear my approach would be much more like the former. It is impossible to describe what went through my mind when I found myself in a hospital bed with no feeling at all below my waist.

	When I came out of my twenty-day sleep they were all there—my wife, my son, and my daughter.

	The moment I opened my eyes Annie, who is thirteen going on thirty, said, “Gee, Dad, you must have been very tired.” For an instant I could hear the voice that had called from behind me the night I was shot, and then it was gone. I was happy to see my family. When I discovered I had no feeling below my waist I asked my wife what was going on.

	“Don’t be afraid, Johnny. The doctors say it will be okay and you shouldn’t worry.”

	Nice try.

	 

	 

	I was born on the first day of October, 1973. While my mother was in labor, my dad was in the maternity ward lounge with other expectant fathers watching the baseball game. My mother would often tell us how my father came running into her room bubbling with excitement and cried, “The Mets clinched the East, how are you doing?”

	When I came out of the coma, my son Charlie ran and jumped up onto the bed, landing on my knees. I didn’t feel a thing.

	“Hi, son,” I said, “getting excited about the Mets’ home opener?”

	“That was two weeks ago, Dad.”

	That was when I asked Maggie what week it was.

	Charlie asked me if he was too heavy. I told him he was as light as a feather and to stay right where he was. He laughed and asked me what kind of feather. I was doing whatever it is you do with your mind when you want to move your toes. I began to feel lightheaded and must have passed out.

	When I woke again my family was gone and had been replaced by two men in white lab coats and stethoscopes. One held a silver clipboard in his left hand while he twirled a pen like a baton in his right. The other was stroking his chin like a Rodin statue and self-consciously dropped his arm to his side when my eyes popped open.

	As I looked up at them, they smiled simultaneously.

	I anxiously waited to find out which of these geniuses would be the first to speak.

	After a barrage of mumbo jumbo from the Thinker, about where the bullet had entered and exited and how a bone fragment was affecting my ability to feel the entire lower half of my body, he turned it over to medical mastermind number two. Using his clipboard for protection he assured me the condition was almost surely temporary.

	Almost surely?

	I wondered why doctors insisted on using terms that were absolutely meaningless to their patients. Being a gambler myself, I told him I would prefer simple odds. He said we were looking at a touchy operation but one that was not without a good rate of success and worrying about it would only make my situation more difficult. I wanted to kick him but I couldn’t move my leg. As they turned to leave the room they promised they would return soon to complete the touchy operation consent forms and reminded me that all of the resources of the great City of New York were at our disposal.

	“The mayor has been here to see you, twice,” said Clipboard.

	If I had been doing something more in the line of duty than walking my dog in the park on the night I was shot, I suppose the Governor may have popped in also.

	I asked them to thank His Honor for me, twice, and to please send my wife and children back into the room.

	When my family returned, I asked Maggie to find Sam and beg him to get over to the hospital as quickly as humanly possible.

	 

	 

	I met Maggie during my senior year at Queens College. It was the fall of 1995 and on the minds of most Americans was the O.J. Simpson trial. Margaret Kelly sat behind me in a Political Science class called Law and Social Change and was constantly voicing her extremely emphatic opinions over my left shoulder. She predicted that, innocent or guilty, Simpson would be acquitted. I personally couldn’t call that one, but every other student and the professor strongly disagreed.

	I bumped into her in the cafeteria the next day and worked up the nerve to approach her as she sat down to her lunch.

	“Mind if I ask you one question?” I asked.

	“That is a question. Was that the question?”

	“Okay, can I ask you another question?” I asked, and then quickly added, “I mean beside this one?”

	“Sure, sit.”

	I sat.

	“Do you really believe Simpson will beat the rap?”

	Not exactly out of the book on how to pick up girls.

	“Yes, I do. And what’s more I never say what I don’t believe.”

	“Never?”

	“Never, now did you want to ask me out?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then why don’t you ask me, before you run out of questions?”

	Simpson was found not guilty a few weeks later.

	The night of the verdict Maggie and I were sitting in my Bonneville.

	“Well, you nailed that one. Are you always that good at predicting the future?”

	“Try me.”

	“Will we both get into Law School?”

	“Yes. Though maybe not the same Law School.”

	“Will we both become lawyers?”

	“You will if you really want to.”

	“Fair enough. Here’s one,” I said. “If we were married someday, would we be happy together and have lots of kids?”

	“Very happy. Two children, but only after I get done with school, and you’ll have to help a lot with the kids so I can practice law before I’m an old woman.”

	“Fair enough.”

	Margaret Kelly was right about everything. She was accepted into Columbia Law School, completed her studies, passed the New York State bar, had two beautiful children, and was now a prosecutor in the New York City District Attorney’s Office. I graduated with a degree in Political Science and Criminology, but I guess I must not have really wanted to be a lawyer, so here I was instead, lying half-paralyzed in a hospital bed waiting to hear from my partner Sam.

	Maggie had to take the kids home to feed them and then drop them off with my sister Barbara so she could get back for an evening visit alone. She said she would try to track Sam down as soon as she reached the house.

	After they left, I had one thought and one thought only. I wanted a cigarette. Whether smoking was allowed in the hospital room was not an issue. I couldn’t care less. The problem was finding a cigarette, particularly a Camel straight.

	The chances of finding one in that room were not good. In fact, even if there was a pack two feet from me I would not have been able to reach it in my condition. There was no denying I was going to need some help.

	I am not exactly proud of the fact I smoke cigarettes. It is an unhealthy habit and a tough one to kick.

	I am, nevertheless, resolved to the fact. I concluded long ago that one thing I am, among many others, is a smoker. I am an Irish-Italian-American, a very good cook, a loving father, a faithful husband, a devoted son to my cantankerous old man, a better than average softball player, a fair harmonica player, a great Pinochle player, an avid reader, a moderate drinker, an opera lover, a lousy car mechanic, a gun control advocate, a movie addict, and a cigarette smoker.

	I pushed the button that was pinned to my gown. This would theoretically summon a nurse to my side. The theory was empirically confirmed when two minutes later a nurse, whose name tag identified her as Mary Campanella, walked into the room.

	“Can I help you, Mr. Sullivan?” she asked.

	“I hope so.”

	“I’ll do my very best.”

	“Do you mind if I smoke?”

	“I don’t care if you burst into flames,” she said and then added, “sorry, just joking. I’ve always wanted to say that.”

	“What are the chances you could get me a Camel cigarette?”

	“Slim and none, and slim already left town.”

	“Let me guess, you’ve always wanted to say that?”

	“No, that one I used every time a patient asks me for a cigarette.”

	“No exceptions?”

	“Well, there is one. If you can give me a really good reason why I should break the rules and bring you a cigarette so you can break the rules, I might give your request some consideration.”

	“I work with your Uncle Pete.”

	She walked to the foot of the bed and glanced at the chart hanging there.

	“Oh,” she said, “you’re that Mr. Sullivan.”

	“John.”

	“Camel you said?”

	“Yes.”

	“Non-filter?”

	“Please.”

	“Give me ten minutes.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Don’t mention it.”

	“Don’t worry, I won’t.”

	 

	 

	I suppose the cigarette was a little too much for me after almost three weeks cold turkey because the next thing I remembered was opening my eyes to a room lit only by the glow of the television screen on the opposite wall. I don’t know how far I made it with the Camel before I fell asleep, but I did notice in the faint green illumination that the ashtray and all other evidence of my transgression had been deftly removed from the scene of the crime. I was reaching for the buzzer on my chest to call for some light when a voice out of the darkness almost got my legs working again.

	“How are you feeling, son?”

	“Not half bad, Pop,” I said. “Why are you sitting in the dark?”

	“Didn’t want to wake you, want a cigarette?”

	“No thanks, I think I just had one. Pete Campanella’s niece was good enough to smuggle one in for me.”

	“Mary?”

	“Yeah, she’s a real sweetheart.”

	“She have a boyfriend?”

	“She’s a little young for you.”

	“I was thinking about your cousin Jimmy.”

	“Forget it. She’s a nurse, not a psychiatrist. Where’s Maggie?”

	“She took the kids over to Barbara. I asked her to drop me off here first. Who shot you, son?”

	“Don’t know. I’m hoping Sam will show up soon with some ideas.”

	“When I find out, I’m going to kill the bastard.”

	My father wouldn’t hurt a fly unless the fly was involved in an armed felony.

	“Thanks, Dad, but maybe we can just rough him up a little.”

	“Are you going to be able to walk again?”

	“That’s what they tell me. I certainly hope so.”

	“Can I do anything for you?”

	“Yes, as a matter of fact. Next time you come, bring one of Aunt Tillie’s veal parmesan sandwiches on Sabatino’s bread and keep Jimmy away from the Campanella girl. And could you change the television station? I think Jeopardy is on. And turn on the lights so I can see you.”

	The lights revealed what was totally hidden from his voice. My tough-as-nails father had clearly been crying. It was almost enough to get me going myself, but I controlled my emotions. I could do that well. After all, I had learned from him. Or maybe I was just saved by the bell, because just then Maggie walked in.

	“Hi, Counselor. Thanks for dropping Dad off.”

	“I’m surprised you two aren’t smoking your brains out.”

	“Did you get hold of Sam?”

	“Left a message for him to hurry down here. He’s out on the job somewhere.”

	“I’m missing all the fun.”

	“Don’t worry—there will still be work when you get back. There’s never a shortage in your business.”

	“Hallelujah.”

	Alex Trebek read the categories for Double Jeopardy.

	Maggie and the old man kept the conversation light during their visit. That and the pain medication for the parts of my body that could still feel pain made me sleepy again. I had heard from the hospital grapevine that the operation was tentatively scheduled for the day after next. The theory was that a small bone fragment, which was pressing against my spine, would be carefully removed through a touchy operation and my almost surely temporary lower body paralysis would be history. Terrific theory. And certainly one worth subscribing to. Maggie and Dad said their goodbyes and left me to drift into sleep. I was fighting to stay awake until I heard from Sam, but lost the battle.

	 

	 

	In my dream I was reading a book in bed when I heard my father’s 1982 Ford Galaxy start up in the driveway. It was October 1986, and Dad was taking my brother to the sixth game of the World Series against the Red Sox at Shea Stadium. The Mets were down three games to two.

	Frankie was the logical choice to go with Dad.

	Frankie was a diehard Mets fan. I was a Yankee fanatic, but the last time the Bronx Bombers had been in the Series was in 1978, and at five I was too young to go. Regardless of allegiances, I was as jealous as a thirteen-year-old could be that his nine-year-old brat of a brother was going to get to the big game before I did. But in the dream it felt as if something else made me want to jump out of the bed, run to the car, and tell Dad not to take Frankie with him that day. Tell my father to take me instead, and leave Frankie home with Mom. But in the dream I couldn’t move my legs, as desperately as I tried, and I lay there helplessly as I listened to the Ford pull away.

	 

	 

	When the phone woke me, I was soaked with sweat and I was shaking like a leaf.

	Fortunately, the phone was within my reach and I grabbed it after the third ring.

	“Spook house,” I said.

	“Did I wake you?”

	“Yes, and I can’t thank you enough,” I said. “Where are you?”

	“I couldn’t begin to tell you, partner. It’s such a mess that to call it ridiculous would be a gross understatement. I wish you were here.”

	“I wouldn’t mind.”

	“Margaret tracked me down. How are you feeling?”
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