
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advanced Praise for 
The Ambulance Chaser

			“In The Ambulance Chaser, readers meet Jason Feldman, a morally compromised attorney who finds himself embroiled in a dangerous plot that is way above his pay grade. Divorced from his DA wife, estranged from his son, hobbled by addictions, and stuck in a lonely life with his cat and a chiropractor girlfriend who is his only source of clients, Feldman still draws us in with his humanity and desire—no matter how thin—to finally get things right. With the sudden appearance of a long-lost friend and a long-disappeared dead body, Feldman’s long-held secrets threaten his very life as he is drawn into a terrifying cat-and-mouse game with sinister players. A not-to-be-missed, twisty, fast-paced legal thriller that keeps the reader guessing on subjects as fascinating as the Odessa Mafia and illicit trysts on a Pittsburgh incline. I, for one, hope to see more from debut novelist, Brian Cuban, in the future.”

			— Deborah Goodrich Royce, author 
of Finding Mrs. Ford and Ruby Falls
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			To my father and the most important lesson you taught me, even if I didn’t always listen. “Today is as young as you will ever be. Live like it.” I think about you and miss you every day. 

			Norton Cuban, 1926–2018

			





Chapter 1

			This must be what hell feels like, standing at a busy downtown Pittsburgh crosswalk, waiting for the light, while sweating my ass off in my courtroom-blue pinstriped suit. I reach behind and tug at the lower back of my sweat-drenched shirt. The day is expected to exceed the century mark, as it has the two days before in a city that previously had never experienced a one-hundred-degree day, spurring on cable and online punditry about global warming, and the possibility of rolling blackouts.

			The ten-minute trudge to the courthouse might as well be an hour in this oven. I mop my forehead with a handkerchief and peel off my suit jacket to inspect the off-color perspiration splotches. There isn’t one smile in the crowd of people bumping shoulders. I’m silently cursing my failing deodorant and the agonizingly long red light when my cell phone vibrates in my pocket, and I glance down to see a text message. It’s a URL, but there is no name attached to the phone number. One of my steadfast rules of life is never to answer calls or return texts from numbers I don’t recognize. Spam from political action committees, robocalls for extended car warranties, and links from the occasional porn purveyor are common. This one is about to be exiled to the trash folder when another comes through.

			Heather Brody is back. Open the link.

			I text back: Who is this?

			A blast from the past. David Chaney. Read the story.

			Holy shit. I haven’t heard from him in decades and frankly would have been content dying of old age without contact. My hands shake as my thumb presses down on the screen, leaving a sweaty print.

			I fixate on each word in the tiny headline, reading it repeatedly in the hope that my vision is playing tricks on me.

			“Human Remains Linked to Heather Brody.”

			“Oh my God,” I mutter to myself, stepping off the curb. A horn blasts, and a woman screams as I glance to my left to discover a bus bearing down on me. For a split-second, I consider whether to make a dash for the concrete trolley median, but I’m frozen in place like a raccoon staring into a pair of headlights on a desert highway. A strong hand yanks me back by the collar as ten thousand pounds of steel with an advertisement for my law firm on the back accelerates past, pushing a wave of wind that clogs my nose with noxious exhaust fumes. I catch a glimpse of astonished faces and hands pressed against the windows.

			I run my fingers over my chest and down my pants legs to ensure I’m still in one piece, then turn around to thank my savior. A middle-aged guy with a baseball cap and beard is shaking his head like a disappointed father. “That was close,” I sputter. “Thank you. I cross at this intersection every morning and should know better.”

			He admonishes me, “You almost crossed over all right. I can’t imagine anything so important it couldn’t wait until you got to the other side of the street.”

			His lecture fades into the background as I scan the horrified stares of people probably wondering what special kind of idiot doesn’t look both ways before crossing a city street during morning rush hour. The little green man changes from flashing to solid, signaling a safe journey through the parallel white lines. My savior waves and traverses the crosswalk, but I hang back to gather my composure and come to grips with the life-changing revelation. I didn’t find time to access the Web or read the paper this morning, but David obviously did.

			“Construction workers excavating a vacant lot in the Hill District unearthed bones wrapped in a tarp. While the police have not issued an official statement, a department employee speaking on condition of anonymity because he was not authorized to speak publicly, stated that personal items found in the shallow grave are linked to the Squirrel Hill teen who went missing over thirty years ago.”

			You shouldn’t text and walk. That’s how accidents happen. Call me.

			What the hell? I eyeball every person milling around the intersection, up and down the sidewalk, and across the street. He’s watching me, but from where? And how would I recognize him after all these years? My mental snapshot of David is fossilized at seventeen years old. I size up each pedestrian gathering for the next opportunity to cross the roadway. A fiftyish guy in jeans and a Steelers T-shirt returns my gaze and presses the silver button on the stoplight box. He’s about the right age, but what else? How can I be sure?

			“Are you David?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “Nope, I’m Frank, sorry.”

			David and I were once inseparable. We took our naps on the same blanket in kindergarten and shared our milk cartons. We were best friends in elementary, junior high, and high school. But he disappeared our senior year, and I haven’t spoken to him since then.

			I’ve dredged the Internet, but it’s like he’s erased from the Web with no Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, or LinkedIn accounts. No news stories, obits, marriage announcements, birth notices, or mugshots. How does someone walk the planet for over forty years without even a mention?

			My hand is clammy and trembling as I dial, causing me to botch the number twice before hitting the correct sequence of digits. I cover my left ear with my hand to muffle the ambient street noise.

			“Hello, Jason. Did you read the story?”

			His voice is calm and unhurried, like we hung out and drank beer last night.

			“Yes, I did. Where are you? Are you following me?”

			“I’m in town and need to see you.”

			“Why?” I ask, glancing at my watch. My pretrial conference is in twenty minutes.

			“Why do you think? Meet me at the Cathedral of Learning.”

			“I can’t. I’m headed to court.”

			“I know. You’re a lawyer, your ex is the district attorney, and you have a grown son named Sam.”

			The realization that he’s been monitoring my life and daily movements is unsettling. My head swivels from side to side, but everyone blends into the same person. Suits, dresses, and high heels all moving in a synchronized swarm.

			“The building has thousands of rooms. Anywhere in particular, and what time? I asked you if you’re tailing me.”

			“I’ll text you the specifics.”

			“You’ve obviously kept tabs on me. I’ve tried to find you over the years. It’s like you moved to the dark side of the moon.”

			“I’ve been kind of off the grid,” he says.

			I caught a Dateline segment about people who decide to “go dark” by not using computers, getting rid of their phones, buying everything with cash, and using solar power. They sever all connections to the world we take for granted and count on to live a normal life.

			“Yes, we need to talk about Heather, but why were you following—”

			“Don’t abandon me again,” he says, cutting me off. “Be there.”

			“David?” I say, but the line is silent.

			Vanished again. Just like he did thirty years ago without even saying goodbye. We were best friends. Who does that? I’m the one with the grievance. The light changes again. I carefully look both ways, and sprint across the street.

			





Chapter 2

			A blast of chilled air sends goosebumps cascading up my arms as I step from the oppressive heat into the courthouse. My suit jacket, belt, phones, keys, and briefcase slide through the x-ray machine while I contemplate my world being turned upside down. Before stepping through the magnetometer, I glance back toward the entrance, paranoid and distracted at the worst possible time. A lack of courtroom focus results in lower settlements and the words all plaintiffs’ personal injury lawyers dread: We, the jury, find for the defendant.

			As I put my belt back on, my stomach inflates with gas in objection to the three cups of dark roast coffee I drank this morning. I beeline to the public restroom in the lobby, not only to relieve myself but also to finish the cocaine hidden in my wallet.

			Entering a lavatory with the intent of engaging in illegal activity that, if discovered, could result in my disbarment, imprisonment, or both, requires meticulous multitasking. I make a visual risk assessment of the space before the door shuts behind me. My eyes rove the sink, the urinals, and finally the bottom of each cubicle, searching for feet. Satisfied I’m alone, I enter the stall farthest from the entrance, hang my jacket on the steel suit hook, and drop my pants.

			After extracting a miniature translucent baggie from behind the Platinum American Express card in my wallet, I use my index fingernail to break the seal and sprinkle a tiny pile of blow on top of the briefcase. In less than ten seconds, I’ll be awash in renewed confidence and clarity. Of course, I’m cognizant of the fact I’m breaking the law, but I also ceased to care about that a long time ago. Life is a matter of choices. This is mine.

			Yank. Yank.

			The steel latch prevents the door from opening. The surprise intrusion, however, causes my knees to lurch upward, propelling my briefcase with them. A mound of white powder and the remaining contents of the open Ziploc burst into the air like a freak July snowstorm, settling on the floor, my lap, my shoes, and my shirt.

			“Sorry, I didn’t realize this stall was in use.”

			The nasally and irritating voice of His Honor Josiah Steelman.

			My pulse races and my hands sweat like a bad high. Why is Steelman using the public restroom when judges have private facilities for their use and their staff?

			“No problem, your honaghh…” The words stumble out of my mouth in unintelligible gibberish. I attempt to camouflage my panic by hacking out a faux sneeze while extracting a sliver of toilet paper from its stainless-steel receptacle and blowing my nose…twice.

			“God bless you.”

			Steelman shuffles into the cubicle farthest from me. The soft metallic thud of the bolt is my signal to extricate myself from the embarrassing and potentially dangerous situation. I survey the battlefield. Cocaine shrapnel is everywhere. I hurriedly brush the white flakes from my clothes and flee the bathroom. After waiting five tense minutes for the malfunctioning elevator to the third floor, I hustle to the courtroom and check messages. The text from David is timestamped ten minutes ago.

			Cathedral, —Italian room, 3 p.m.

			Confirmed, I respond.

			Phone use while court is in session is verboten and getting caught can result in a contempt ruling and a five-hundred-dollar fine. I power down and push through the double wooden doors. The courtroom is packed. Multiple conversations crisscross the room as lawyers speak with clients while waiting for Benny, the tipstaff, to call their case. Benny cups his hands around his mouth and bellows, “Mr. Feldman, the judge, and the defendant’s counsel are waiting in chambers.”

			I rush up front and follow Benny out through the back corridor to Steelman’s private office. During Steelman’s twenty-plus years on the bench, he has occasionally expressed disdain for the low-end, meat-and-potatoes auto accidents that provide a living to me and many other attorneys in Allegheny County. He considers us “rapacious, ambulance chasers, nuisances as litigators, and the scourge of the civil justice system.” An anonymous op-ed in the Tribune last year accused him of treating personal injury lawyers and their clients with a “level of scorn customarily reserved for rapists and child molesters.”

			Benny eases the office door open and announces, “The lawyer for the plaintiff is here, Your Honor.”

			Steelman acknowledges my presence with a curt nod and a tug on his bow tie. “We’ll start the motions docket in fifteen minutes,” he says. “This won’t take long.”

			“I’m sorry I’m late, Your Honor. The elevator malfunctioned.”

			He taps the crystal of his wristwatch. “I’m not interested in your excuses. Everyone in this room but you arrived when he should. I’ll cut you slack this time and won’t hold you in contempt, but in the future, be on time.”

			The insurance company representative, Merrit Crombar, is a slovenly claims lifer I’ve come up against multiple times. We’ve never been in a room together where he hasn’t exuded an I slept under a bridge last night vibe, and today is no exception.

			Steelman points at Crombar and says, “Where do we stand on resolving this nuisance matter?”

			“I’ve extended a substantial settlement offer to Mr. Feldman. His client sustained minor sprains and a scratched rear bumper on his vehicle.” He places his hand on the shoulder of the lawyer representing the insurance company and boasts, “My able counsel believes I’m being too generous and he’s chomping at the bit to bring in a defense verdict.”

			I’m tempted to blurt out, “The correct term is champing, doofus,” but also want the case to resolve so I clamp my mouth shut. I remove the medical reports from my briefcase and pretend to study them.

			“Mr. Ellis suffered permanent damage to his neck and back, missed two weeks of work, and is still in considerable pain,” I say.

			Crombar rolls his eyes and cracks, “I’ve had hangnails worse than your client’s injuries.”

			Steelman sighs and glances at his wristwatch again. “Cut the crap, both of you, and come up with an agreeable number. I have a crowded courtroom waiting on me.”

			I want to settle as badly as he wants to get rid of us but can’t roll over or Crombar will lowball me on every case we have together. Regardless, neither side is interested in going to trial. The negotiation lasts thirteen minutes. The case settles, and I pocket a much-needed ten grand and change.

			





Chapter 3

			The revolving courthouse exit is still spinning as I tap “Heather Brody” into the Google search bar, which brings up multiple stories about last night’s discovery. Construction has halted while investigators sift through dirt and dig their own holes, searching for clues to how she died and ended up in a shallow grave miles from home. I contemplate a crime scene drive-by, but there is other urgent business to take care of before I meet David. The toilet snowstorm wiped out my personal drug stash, so I’ll have to pay Kevin a visit.

			I take the bat phone out of my briefcase and type “reup” into the secure messaging app.

			Kevin Goldman doesn’t fit the gangster stereotype of a narcotics trafficker. He earned his PhD in philosophy and an MBA from the University of Pennsylvania. Two years ago, Pittsburghpreneur Magazine named his rideshare venture, WARP, the hottest startup in the city and a stout local competitor to mega-stalwarts Uber and Lyft, operating under the tagline, We pick you up and drop you off at WARP speed.

			The mission statement describes WARP as socially conscious and philanthropic. In lieu of tipping the salaried drivers, passengers choose from a list of nonprofits to receive the gratuity. What the story doesn’t mention is beneath the hood of social respectability are the select couriers like me. Instead of picking up passengers, we deliver cocaine, marijuana, and heroin to a discreet, upscale clientele.

			When I went to work part-time for Kevin as a side hustle to my law practice, his insistence that I use a company “bat phone” was at first a pain in the ass. I hate carrying two phones. It makes people suspicious, especially girlfriends. The logic, however, is sound from a security standpoint. Messages are not stored on a server, and they self-delete in sixty seconds. All of Kevin’s select drivers use bat phones, and business-related communications using any other device is grounds for immediate termination.

			I’m in the parking garage when Kevin calls.

			“I’m on my way over,” I say.

			“No good. I’m swamped. What do you want?”

			What does he think I want? Read the text. “I need a refill.”

			He sighs audibly. “Get over here pronto. I also need you to work tomorrow night.”

			I slump back against the seat and bang the steering wheel with my palm. I was hoping for a night out with my girlfriend, Mary. “How many deliveries do I need to do?”

			“We will discuss when you arrive. This is more of a favor but an important one.”

			“Yeah, fine,” I mumble, starting my car. “I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

			Kevin answers the door donning a WARP branded T-shirt. All of his regular drivers are required to wear them, though his drug couriers are expected to dress more in line with the upscale clientele we serve. The thin fabric hugs his broad shoulders and impressive biceps like an extra layer of skin. He’s a workout fanatic and constantly gets on me for my devotion to Primanti Brothers sandwiches. I’ve known him since we were kids. We attended different high schools, but the same synagogue and Hebrew school. His grandparents, like mine, immigrated from Eastern Europe. His father is the head rabbi at Temple Sherith Israel.

			Kevin steps back and motions for me to enter. “You got here fast.”

			I follow him into the kitchen where a cocaine-filled baggie is lying in full view next to a cup of steaming coffee on his circular, glass-topped breakfast table. The hazelnut aroma mixes with the unmistakable, ether scent common to high-quality blow.

			“What’s the favor?” I ask, fixating on the happy powder.

			Kevin takes a sip of coffee. “One of my angel investors in WARP asked me to supply a driver for his daughter’s sixteenth birthday bash tomorrow. I need someone to make sure they arrive safely and are driven home without incident.”

			“Can’t one of your other drivers or Yak handle this?” I ask, crossing my arms in front of me, already angry at my impending weakness.

			Kevin’s eyes narrow. The godfather doesn’t like rejection. He leans into me and says, “Yes, I could, but I am asking you. I trust you the most, and Yak has his own duties. He’s not a chauffeur.”

			This sucks. I have job descriptions as well. I’m a lawyer and a high-end drug courier, not a babysitter.

			Kevin slides the baggie of cocaine to me across the glass. “This is on the house and should ease your pain but let me remind you: I bailed your ass out when your dad was about to be evicted from that senior care facility for non-payment of funds. Should I fill out the scorecard of what I’ve done for you?”

			I fold my hands in my lap and sit mute in my chair, unable to deny that he rescued me from a financial abyss. Caring for my dementia-ravaged dad to the tune of twelve grand a month at Rolling Oaks Luxury Assisted Living means my law practice must net one hundred twenty thousand dollars annually before I buy my first quart of milk. That’s not including sixty-five thousand to my paralegal Stacy in addition to miscellaneous office expenses.

			I wasn’t about to throw my dad into a substandard, understaffed nursing home drenched in his own piss and covered in bedsores. A buddy of mine sued one of those facilities. I’m haunted to this day by the horrific photos of neglect and abuse he showed me. They were high-definition vivid in my head when I accepted Kevin’s illegal offer and stepped over the line. He fronted me a forty grand loan to bring my dad’s rent up to date. There was no tiny angel tapping on my shoulder and whispering I was doing wrong. I knew damn well.

			“Different topic, but did you read the story about Heather Brody in the Tribune?” I ask.

			“Yeah, she didn’t show up at home after a Pirates game thirty years ago. They found her remains yesterday. Crazy shit. I hope she and her family finally receive some justice. I bumped into her around the neighborhood, but we didn’t run in the same circles. Didn’t you know her?”

			“Not well. We had some classes together, but she hung out with kids who drove Beemers and snorted blow. Way out of my league.”

			Kevin places his coffee cup in the dishwasher and says, “I’ll text you the address. They live in the Virginia Manor area of Mt. Lebanon. Her dad is a real-estate developer. His name is Roger Hambrick.

			I’d rather pull out my toenails with my teeth than chauffeur a bunch of privileged brats, but he’s right. This is part of the job. “How many partygoers am I taking?”

			“Four or five at least. You’ll need to come by here and pick up the WarpMobile. The party is on the Gateway Clipper. The boat leaves at seven and returns about ten p.m. After it docks, collect the kids and drive them back to Roger’s place.”

			I snatch the baggie and wiggle it at eye level to distribute the powder evenly. “I haven’t been on the Clipper since high school.”

			“You won’t be a passenger. My personal security will handle things on the water.”

			This might work out. I’ll ask Mary to join me for dinner, and the evening won’t be a total bust.

			“One more thing.”

			I drop my head, let out an exasperated puff of air, and mutter, “What else?”

			“While the kids are birthday bashing, I’d like you to rendezvous with Yak.”

			Shit. I knew there had to be more to this favor. So much for dinner with Mary. I like the shaved-headed, muscle-bound Ukrainian, but conversations with him are exhausting. The heavy accent. The broken English. His cartoonish Eastern European bravado.

			Kevin picks a brown paper sack off the floor and upends it. Five half-quart Ziplocs of cocaine tumble onto the table along with a massive roll of currency, secured with two rubber bands. He peels off three crisp Benjamin Franklins and methodically lines them up next to each other one at a time like he’s dealing a poker hand.

			“Consider this an additional weekend bonus. Yak will meet you at Three Rivers Bowl.”

			“Do you mind if I do a bump?” I ask.

			“Knock yourself out. How’s your old man doing?”

			I tilt the clear plastic baggie toward the table, dispersing the fine particles and coating the glass with a thin film the size of a quarter. “He’s as well as can be expected, I guess, given the circumstances. I wouldn’t wish dementia on my worst enemy. I understand now why it’s called the ‘long goodbye.’”

			Kevin nods in agreement. “The former cantor at our synagogue has advanced Alzheimer’s. My dad visits him weekly and talks with the caregivers. They’ve taught him a lot about the disease. You should speak with him. Have you checked out any support groups?”

			I bristle at the implication that I don’t know what’s going on with my own father, but the reality is I’ve made little effort researching this awful scourge that stabbed him in the mind and me in the heart. What’s the point? His cognitive function has deteriorated rapidly over the last three years. It won’t be long before he doesn’t recognize me, his only son. The best I can do is make sure he lives out his life in dignity and luxury.

			“I appreciate your concern, but I’m on top of it and doing fine.”

			I grab a butter knife from Kevin’s kitchen drawer and slide the tip of the blade through the white powder.

			“Are you going to join me?” I ask in jest, knowing he’s going to decline.

			“Yeah right, you’ll colonize Mars before I put that shit in my body.”

			When I first mentioned the paradox of a sober drug dealer, he said in his best imitation of his rabbi dad, “The Torah states, ‘A person must distance himself from things that destroy the body and accustom himself to things which heal it.’”

			He wasn’t kidding either. Kevin will drink a beer and coffee now and then, but other than that he doesn’t ingest soda, sugar, or anything processed.

			“I know you’re Mister Jewish Clean, but your contradictory lifestyle still vexes me.”

			Within seconds of inhaling, a tsunami of self-love washes over me as dopamine receptors activate and cocaine-drenched neurons fire like a cerebral lightning storm. My eyes roll up and quiver shut. A wave of goosebumps cascades over me. I stand too quickly and topple forward. Only my outstretched arms prevent me from face-planting on the tabletop. These kick-ass highs come with less frequency these days.

			Kevin puts the cocaine back in the bag and hands it to me. “Primo shit, isn’t it? There’s no conflict. It’s a business, and I’m filling a need that should be legal and has been part of the human condition since Adam and Eve.”

			“The Official First Couple did blow?”

			Kevin laughs and says, “Doubtful. They were into apples. I’m talking about the need for pleasure. Text me after you drop the kids back at Roger’s and show yourself out. I need to change for the gym.”

			





Chapter 4

			Dating a chiropractor has its advantages. Mary and I first met four months ago when I referred an auto accident client to her. The more we got acquainted with each other, the more it became clear how much we had in common, particularly our love of animals and gangster flicks.

			“Walsh Chiropractic Clinic, how may I direct your call?”

			“Is Dr. Mary available? This is Jason.”

			“She’s finishing with a patient. I’ll let her know you’re on the phone.”

			I spend the dead airtime furiously working the Google search engine for new developments on Heather.

			“Hey, sweetie, how did the hearing go this morning?”

			“We settled. As always, I appreciate you sending Mr. Ellis my way.”

			“Of course. My patients love you. I just examined an elderly woman who is perfect for you. A rear-end collision. The trunk of her car is smashed like an accordion.”

			“Outstanding. When can I visit with her?”

			“She’s coming in for a manipulation tomorrow. I’ll email you the details.”

			“Sounds fantastic. I’m in Oakland, heading to meet an old friend at the Cathedral of Learning.” I roll down my window at a red light. A kid with a backpack exits the Dirty Dog, an iconic University of Pittsburgh hot dog joint. He’s chomping on an extra-long frank with chili con carne oozing over the sides of the bun. A soft breeze guides the frankfurter equivalent of a cocaine high into my nostrils. The car behind me honks as Mary’s voice jostles me back to the present. “I hope your reunion goes well. Are you still coming by tonight? I thought we’d grab dinner and take a romantic stroll on Mt. Washington.”

			“Let’s do that. There’s a new hamburger joint I want to try,” I say, scouting for a hard-to-find campus parking space.

			“Hmm, I’m thinking sushi. We need to break you of your junk food addiction. Before you know it, you’ll be spinning with me before work. Won’t that be fun?”

			Mary is a spin fiend, but I see no enjoyment in perspiring my ass off with fifty other people in a cramped room, spraying sweat onto each other, then going home and posting their scores on social media like they won the Tour de France.

			Her voice goes hushed and smokey. “Have you ever done it on the incline? Faire l’amour?”

			I don’t need Google Translate to catch her drift. Public sex on one of two city inclines chugging up the side of Mt. Washington is the Pittsburgh version of the mile-high club. I miss an open spot, slam on my brakes, and put the car in reverse. Unfortunately, the driver behind me—one who’s probably not preoccupied with an unexpected offer of voyeuristic concubito—slides in before I can back up.

			I clear my throat twice. “Can’t say I have, but it sounds intriguing.”

			“Get ready for an exhilarating ride,” she whispers. “My next patient is here. Enjoy your time with your friend.”

			The last time I wandered the halls of the Cathedral of Learning was as a student at the University of Pittsburgh School of Law. At the time, I lacked appreciation for the architectural grandeur of the building, one of the tallest in the city, rising forty-two floors and 535 feet above the ground.

			I push through the double doors with no clue why David chose this place. This is also not the most inconspicuous location. Days and early evenings, the lush green space surrounding the structure is alive with activity.

			The first-floor hallway is bustling with people entering and exiting classrooms and different nationality rooms. The extravagantly decorated homages to countries around the world are a huge tourist attraction, especially during the summer and fall months. Each room is designed and furnished for an authentic experience of stepping on foreign soil.

			David texts: Don’t worry about the sign. The door is unlocked.

			The Italy Room comes up on my left. A square piece of cardboard covering the window reads, “Temporarily Closed for Renovation.”

			I’m not sure how long I stare at the entrance before turning the doorknob.

			The lights are off, but the mid-afternoon sun is high and penetrating the arched windows. Rays of sunlight diffused by iron mesh protecting the glass crisscross the window frame, giving the room an angelic aura. The rich oil smell of antique furniture fills the room like I’ve walked into an ancient Florence monastery. David sits in a wooden pew staring up at a mural of a petite woman in a white, flowing dress.

			Our eyes meet as he stands, walks past me, and locks the door. His are sullen and ice-cold, like a February dusk. Straggly brown hair with streaks of gray sprouts from his ball cap, dropping below his shoulders in sharp contrast to his neatly coiffed beard. His skin appears weather-tanned and age-lined in a dignified way. He has the appearance of a time-worn outdoorsman emerging from deep in the wilderness after thirty years of solitude. That beard and hat. I run my thumb over the edge of my collar where a Good Samaritan latched on and saved me from being roadkill.

			“That was you this morning wasn’t it. Why didn’t you identify yourself instead of ambling off like a complete stranger?”

			He shrugs and says, “I didn’t expect you to do a Stevie Wonder into the path of a bus and reacted on instinct. The timing wasn’t right, and we are in fact, strangers.”

			He’s right. I don’t know this bearded enigma. With time to think, would he have left me in the street to become a hood ornament? It could have been poetic payback for doing the same to him in the storeroom when we were kids, but what was I supposed to do?

			“You’ve obviously been tailing me. Why?”

			“I wasn’t following you.”

			David glances at the door as if he expects someone to enter.

			“Well, that’s quite the first contact after thirty years. The video would make a nice feel-good story. Long-lost friends reunited in life-saving act. Whatever you were doing there, thank you again.”

			I offer my hand, but he doesn’t reciprocate. His right hand remains at his side and appears deformed with three fingers crooked and bent at odd angles. Possibly a car accident? Maybe the best course of action is to slow down. He wasn’t on the sidewalk by happenstance, but I don’t want to agitate and drive him away.

			“Where have you been all these years? I’ve tried to track you down, but it was like you left the planet.”

			A thick silence saturates the room as David adjusts his cap awkwardly, grabbing the brim with his right thumb and pinkie. He slides it downward making it more difficult to see his eyes. “I didn’t want to be found.”

			“How’s your dad?” I ask.

			“He’s dead.” There is no hint of sorrow or reflection, as if he’s reading a random obituary. I resist the urge to ask how he died.

			“I’m so sorry, David. May his memory be a blessing.”

			David crosses his arms and stares at the polished hardwood floor. I stand in silence, waiting. Loud voices in the hallway contract my chest muscles in paranoid twitches. I walk to the door and position my ear flush against the glass window.

			“I locked the door from the inside,” he says.

			Famous last words, I think.

			“Is anyone in your life?” I ask.

			David cocks an eyebrow as if I’ve asked the stupidest question ever. “What?”

			“Do you have anyone? Wife, girlfriend, kids?”

			David takes a deep breath and picks at his fingernails. “Not at the moment. Never married. I didn’t see the point.”

			“Why did you choose this place?”

			The screech of an approaching siren draws my attention to the window. David and I move toward the glass in unison as the wail intensifies, then stops. A car is pulled over, and the officer is at the driver’s window writing a ticket. We look at each other, shake our heads, and both release a stuttered laugh of nervous energy.

			“Remember when our parents took us here?” he asks. “We made believe we lived in different countries and pretended to speak the native language.”

			I grin and nod. “I had forgotten about that. We had a blast creating our own version of pig Latin.”

			Reminiscing is fine, but I need to somehow budge the thirty-year-old elephant in this room.

			“What are we going to do about Heather?” I ask. “Have you spoken to Trent?”

			He removes a folded piece of paper from his pocket. “Do you remember the Odessa Club?”

			How could I ever forget?

			New Year’s Eve, 1988. I was sixteen years old. David and I were watching Unsolved Mysteries at my house when Trent Stodge called.

			“Yo man, the ‘rents are throwing a charity poker game at the Odessa Club,” he said. “I’m home alone and popped the new Super Mario into the Nintendo. Come on over. We’ll knock down brews while we play.”

			A week before, Trent bragged he was flying to Vail with Heather Brody. They had been dating since they met at a party last Halloween. The relationship took me by surprise—other than their families both having money, they were so different. Trent, a year older than me, had been kicked out of a Jewish private school for selling weed and worked at his dad’s toy store nights and weekends. He continually boasted he would one day take over the family business. She was a National Merit Scholar with visions of Harvard and medical school.

			“Very cool but I thought you’d be in Vail with Heather,” I said, excited at the prospect of Super Mario. My dad couldn’t afford Nintendo, but Trent always had the latest video games.

			“I planned on going, but her parental units had a cow when they found out I was showing up—Heather’s bitch of a sister snitched to them that I got expelled from school, so now it’s like I’m not good enough for her or something. Our house is bigger, and my dad drives a way nicer car than her old man. The trip would have been lame anyways with her parents spying on us. Come on over.”

			I looked at David. He wasn’t a fan of Trent’s bragging and considered him a poser, but he loved the Steinway baby grand piano in Trent’s living room. I knew he would tag along.

			“Sure, we’re on our way,” I said and hung up.

			We threw on our coats and gloves and trudged the quarter mile to Trent’s place from the have-nots side of the track, to a world of housekeepers, in-ground swimming pools, and summer trips to the Pocono Mountains, or as my dad often called the area, the Jewish Riviera.

			Trent greeted us wearing jeans and a T-shirt emblazoned with, “Stodgehill Toys—Get Your Yahtzee On!” We followed him into the living room.

			“How about those brews?” David said as he sat down at the Steinway.

			“Tickle those ivories, Mr. Piano Man,” I quipped.

			For the next few minutes, David mesmerized me with a spot-on rendition of “New York State of Mind.” When it was over, he stood, faced me, and bowed. I clapped and slapped him on the back.

			“You’re going to be famous, dude.”

			David wasn’t talented in the way a guy hitting most of the high notes in a karaoke bar was. He was truly gifted.

			We had stopped playing Super Mario and had moved on to blackjack when I noticed the clock on the wall was ticking close to midnight. Gesturing toward the television, I said, “The Times Square ball is about to drop. Turn on the tube.”

			“Fuck the ball,” Trent replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I have something way more fun.”

			He walked to the front door and stepped onto the porch. A few seconds later, he came back inside, closed it, and turned the dead bolt. He strode back into the living room, shoved his hand into his pocket and, with two fingers, eased out a tiny, clear plastic baggie filled with white powder.

			“Anyone up for a toot?” he asked, grinning. The kind of unsettling grin an evil clown makes before he drags you into the sewer system.

			I stared at my feet. My dad didn’t talk to me about drugs, mostly I think because he was always exhausted from work. He’d come home from a double shift at the post office, eat something, catch the morning news, and go to bed. The closest I came to drug lectures were the anti-marijuana, war-on-drugs PSAs on television. I imagined my brain as bubbling eggs in a frying pan, even if all I ever did was puff on a joint.

			As Trent tipped the baggie and sprinkled a small pile of cocaine onto the coffee table glass, I stole furtive peeks at the foyer as if there were an unseen SWAT team waiting to kick in the door or worse, Trent’s parents returning from the Odessa Club. Trent lifted a playing card off the top of the deck and drew it backward through the almond-size mound of powder, creating two equal lines of blow. He then pulled a ten-dollar bill out of his wallet and rolled it into the shape of a straw. He offered it to David whose eyes narrowed into an are-you-fucking-kidding-me expression.

			“I don’t do that shit. I’m on my way to Juilliard next fall.”

			Trent howled in laughter and said, “Dude, you smoke more weed than a Jamaican. I know your dealer.”

			David shrugged and said, “That’s different. It chills me out.”

			Trent tilted the money tube in my direction. “Jason’s going to do it. He’s not a pussy, right?”

			The force of Trent’s glare melted through my fake bravado, leaving behind a nervous and unsure little boy.

			“I don’t think so,” I stammered.

			“Lay off him,” David said, glaring at Trent, who ignored him and shoved the rolled bill so close to my face I thought he was going to jam it into my nostril. “It’s your turn, wuss.”

			David’s voice seemed a mile away. “Don’t snort that shit, Jason. Your pops will skin you alive if he finds out.” I wish Trent’s parents hadn’t been at the Odessa Club that night. I wouldn’t have been at his place and taken the straw from him.

			The wail of a child crying in the hallway jerks me back into the real world. “Yeah, I remember the place,” I say. “It was above the toy store. Trent’s dad hosted parties, and there was lots of gambling as well until his dad got busted for tax evasion and went to prison. He died a couple years after he got out.”

			David reaches into his pocket, takes out a folded piece of paper, and hands it to me. It’s a 1929 article from the Pittsburgh Press. “The club’s lineage goes a lot farther back.”

			I squint, reading the tiny print, which is illuminated only by the natural lighting in the room.

			“‘Society for Odessa Aid Firebombed.’”

			David doesn’t wait for a question. “The Society for Odessa Aid was the precursor to the Odessa Club. In those days, it was in the Hill District and run by Ivan Stodchenko, Trent’s grandfather. I guess he shortened the name to Stodge at some point.”

			“What does this have to do with Heather?” I ask.

			David hands me another ancient news story.

			“‘Odessa Society Bombing in Hill District Linked to Jewish Rackets.’”

			As I read, pieces fall into place. I knew that Stodgehill Toys got its name because it started in the Hill District, but I had no clue that Trent’s grandfather, Ivan, also had a piece of the Prohibition-era numbers rackets. He also ran a speakeasy, serving bootleg booze out of the Odessa Society. Like father, like son? The apple falling right underneath the tree?

			“Holy shit,” I say.

			“Yeah, holy shit.”

			David uses the back of his hand to blot sweat from his forehead. “The past isn’t your fight, and I think I can take care of this, but I needed to warn you. I owe you that. Watch your back. You don’t want to mess with these people.”

			I pace back and forth in front of David, struggling to find words that articulate my confusion. I can’t believe this is happening.

			“You still haven’t answered whether you were shadowing me the other morning, I say.”

			“I wasn’t following you; I was following them.”

			A disarming tear seeps out from the corner of his right eye and slides down his cheek. Growing up, I don’t remember ever seeing him cry. He quickly blots the damp skin with the back of his mangled hand and turns his head away from me. Did he ever make it to Juilliard? I’m not sure how he will respond, but I wrap my arms around him, pulling his body to mine. His arms are at first limp at his sides but eventually make their way to my back, pulling me tighter. He buries his head in my shoulder, and his body convulses. He’s wrong. I can’t run from our past any more than he can. David releases his hold, steps back, and wipes his eyes. The corners of his mouth twist up into an awkward smile. He places his hand on my shoulder as he walks past me to the door. He turns the lock and peeks into the hallway.

			“David? Who is them? Where are you going? What are you going to do?”

			He looks back at me tight-lipped and stands in place for what seems like an eternity. He then pulls the door wider and slides into the hallway, gently shutting it behind him. That’s it? I rush to the door and inch it open. The crowd has thinned, and David’s nowhere in sight.

			I text, Where are you going? Text or call me! I can help!

			No response. I open the door wider, push through a tour group, and double-time to the exit.

			





Chapter 5

			I flop down on a concrete bench in the green area outside the Cathedral. Lovers are kissing. Dogs are barking. Students lie on blankets with their textbooks spread out. Who was David following? Everyone is suspect, and my head is spinning. I’m a moron for allowing him to walk out and have no clue how I’ll find him. Kevin may be able to help, but he’ll want something in return.

			I open the Google app on my iPhone and once again, for what seems like the one-hundredth time, search Heather’s name.

			“Allegheny County District Attorney Sonya Kim-Feldman will hold a news conference tomorrow at three p.m. to announce what her office says is a major break in the Heather Brody disappearance. Brody didn’t return home after attending a Pittsburgh Pirates baseball game thirty years ago and has not been seen since.”

			A red Frisbee bounces on the pavement and skids to my feet. I pick it up and search for the thrower. A smiling kid with a shaved head and a goatee waves at me.

			“Over here, dude!”

			I draw the disc back across my chest and fling my arm forward. The Frisbee spins evenly and straight toward his outstretched hand. The rotation of the red saucer is on a trajectory for a perfect landing when his arm drops to his side, and it flies by him, skidding in the grass. He runs toward the Cathedral and yells, “Holy shit.”

			A crisscross of screams, hysterical outbursts, and calls for help saturate the air.

			“He jumped!”

			“Call 911!”

			“We need a doctor here!”

			“Is he dead?”

			I instinctively run toward the motionless body sprawled face down in the grass. A man and woman kneel on either side of him. She announces she’s a doctor and checks his vital signs. The man has his ear close to the ground as if the injured person is speaking. He nods his head, turns to the doctor, and says, “His name is David.”

			Two police officers push by, yelling into their walkie-talkies.

			“Make room. Stand back. We have a jumper at the Cathedral of Learning and need to secure the scene.”

			I step backward, out of the gawking mass of onlookers. Phones are raised high, no doubt taking video and snapping photos. The voyeurism sickens me. I should have gone after him. I’m responsible. The ear-piercing screech of the ambulance siren ends, and moments later paramedics rush by, pushing a gurney. The open lane collapses behind them like the Red Sea, obstructing my view. I spot a gap in the crowd and head for the opening. They stabilize David’s neck with a brace and gingerly lift him on his side, sliding the stretcher under him, while the cops compare notes.

			One says, “He jumped. They’re transporting him to Shadyside Hospital. Let’s head over.”

			I turn and sprint to my car. I’m about to back out of my parking space when my text alert pings.

			I’m looking forward to the incline tonight. :o)

			Shit, dinner with Mary.

			I reply, My old friend tried to kill himself. I’ll call soon.

			She replies immediately: OMG call when you can.

			Many of my clients end up in the Shadyside Hospital emergency room after auto collisions, so I’m on a first name basis with most of the nurses and doctors. It also happens to be where my friend and next-door neighbor, Dr. Frederick Allen, is on staff. I arrive and jog through the automatic door, straight to the nurses’ station where I’m greeted by the not-so-friendly face of Registered Nurse Sarah Adelman. Sarah and I had a month-long romance two years ago after meeting on one of those swipe-right dating apps. The morning after spending the night at my place, she discovered cocaine residue on my bathroom vanity and broke off the relationship, telling me she had dated enough cokeheads for two lifetimes. As I approach the desk, Sarah is busy scribbling on a chart while also talking on the phone. She glances up at me, and hangs up.
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